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Read my column or 
comment on this letter at 
gameinformer.com/mag 
or follow @G)_AndyMc 





have a rule for writing my letter, and that 
is to say something to make you think, 
and not to be another table of contents. 
This month is tough, however, because 
the issue is just killing it. So my rule...well, 
I'm just gonna have to let it slide. 

First, we have our cover story on Call 
of Duty: WWII (pg. 36), a return to the 
past that fans of the popular series have 
been begging for after years of exploring 
modern and future combat. We know Call 
of Duty has millions of fans and is still one 
of the most popular games in the world, 
but we also know that it has millions that 
dread any mention. For those readers, we 
think you will find much to love in the rest 
of the issue, and we traveled the world 
to get it. 

For starters, we went to Japan to get the 
history of Pokémon straight from Game 
Freak (pg. 48). We had never been to their 
offices before, so when we had a chance 
to go there to hear about Pokémon’s past 
and future, we jumped at it. 

We went to D23 and learned all we could 
about Kingdom Hearts Ill from the man 
himself, Tetsuya Nomura (pg. 64). We trav- 
eled to Nintendo of America to discover 
more about Metroid: Samus Returns (pg. 
60), a promising remake of classic Game 
Boy game, Metroid Il. We journeyed to Evo 
to see elite fighters from around the world 
battle it out for esports glory (pg. 12). We 
experienced Niantic's disastrous Pokémon 
Go fan convention firsthand (pg. 22) and 
lived to tell the tale. 

Luckily we didn’t have to leave the 
office for an insightful interview with 
Brendan Greene, the madman behind 
one of the hottest games in the world, 
PlayerUnknown's Battlegrounds (pg. 30). 
We also landed a reveal for an upcoming 
Fallout board game (pg. 18), put together 
alist of gaming longshots we would love 
to see return (pg. 26), and delivered all the 
departments, reviews, and previews you 
love from Game Informer. 

This is a good one. Good enough to 
break the rules. Enjoy the issue and we 
will see you next month and hopefully 
online at gameinformer.com. 


Cheers, 


Call Of Duty: WWII 


After three years of combat in the future, 

the Call of Duty franchise returns to its 
roots with a historical journey to WWII. In addition to a 
Fe Icoe]are ore Mer-1an) ey Ue 1am) -10(¢(-\\- UNA IMCI-UN-MOlL(lMU | 8} 
a social multiplayer experience and a horrific take on 
co-op zombies. by Daniel Tack 








Adapt & Evolve: Evo 2017 

We attended the biggest fighting-game tournament of the 
year and have a full report on the winners, losers, announcements, 
and more. 


mF 





Enter The Pokémon Go Fest 
Wasteland Chicago 

Board-game expert Matt We visited the first large 

Miller takes a look at a scale gathering for Pokémon 


new game based on the 
Fallout franchise. 


Go in Chicago and returned 
with a full report. 





Long-Shot Games We Want 
These games will never come out, but that doesn't mean 
we're done holding out hope. 


é * 


6 Metroid: Samus Returns 


We played more of the new 2D Metroid for 3DS and 
spoke with its producer, Yoshio Sakamoto. 


" —S 
Gear: Tribute To 
The SNES 
In our excitement for the 
SNES Classic Edition, we 


gathered gear that pays 
tribute to the console. 


We traveled to Japan to visit Game Preakethedeveloperbéhind Pokemon, to tour the studio, 
talk about Pokémon’s history, and get a tease forthe future of the monster-collecting franchise. 











Interview: 
Brendan 


“PlayerUnknown” Greene 
Brendan “PlayerUnknown” 
Greene’s Battlegrounds 
has quickly become a 
favorite among players and 
streamers, and we spoke 
to him about his history 
and rise in popularity. 


Feedback 
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MOBA Characters 


The Good, The Bad, 
And The Ugly 


Massive: 
Final Fantasy XIV: 
Stormblood 
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‘Square Enix had lots of new details to share about Kingdom 
Hearts Ill at Disney's annual expo, and the game's co-director, 
Tetsuya Nomura, was on hand to answer our questions. 


Metal Gear Survive 
We didn’t know what 
to expect from a Kojima- 
free Metal Gear, and we 
walked away optimistic. 





Hellblade: 
Senua’s Sacrifice 

Does Ninja Theory’s bold 

experiment pay off? 





Hey! Pikmin 

How does Nintendo's 
take on the RTS fare on 
3DS? Is it even still an RTS? 
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Strange Brigade 

The creators of 
Sniper Elite are focusing 
its efforts on a four-player 
cooperative, third-person 
experience. 


Tacoma 
After a long time in 
development, we're excited 
to finally play Fullbright's 
follow-up to Gone Home. 





Wolfenstein II: 
The New Colossus 
We went hands-on with 
what was easily the highlight 
of Bethesda’s E3 showing. 





Lego Marvel Super 
Heroes 2 

‘As Marvel's cinematic 

universe continues to 

expand, so does its Lego 

counterpart. 
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Pyre 

The creators of 
Bastion and Transistor 
somehow merged fantasy 
and NBA Jam. 





Splatoon 2 
The surprise hit on 
Wii U's sequel is out on 
Switch, and it's a great 
reason to own the console. 


94 Classic: Star Fox2 
The game we thought would never come out has'a release 
date. We spoke with its programmer about the surprise launch. 
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UNEXPLAINABLY JUICY” 


Contact Us 

‘Send your questions, 
‘comments, and rants to 
‘feedback@gameinformer.com 
for a chance to be featured 

in the magazine! 
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New consoles, old gaming secrets, and plundering pirates were all 
popular topics this month, along with fan suggestions for the future 


of Assassin's Creed. 


Back On The Open Seas 
Ahoy there, me hearties! Back in 2015, 
| wrote you a letter saying how much 
loved Assassin's Creed: Black Flag, 
which you published in issue 265. 
| asked if there were any games that 
were similar to Black Flag, but without 
all the “Assassin's Creed.” | found out 
today that Ubisoft Singapore is cur- 
rently working on a game called Skull 
& Bones! Open-sea naval warfare, 
pirate ships, plundering, shanties - 
and best of all, no futuristic hoopla 
to pull you away from fully immersing 
yourself in this game. In short, they 
took Assassin's Creed out of Black 
Flag! Thanks for giving us gamers a 
voice that can be heard by these big 
companies. |, for one, cannot wait to. 
get my hands on a copy of this game. 
PS. | still don’t like parrots! 

Douglas Lahey 

Towa 


Skull & Bones was certainly one of 
the biggest new-IP announcements 
at what was an otherwise unsurpris- 
ing ES this year. So far the game 
looks to be building off of Black 
Flag’s potential. We doubt we had 


any influence over Ubisoft's decision 
to spin off an independent pirate 
adventure, but if you want to give us 
the credit, we won't stop you. 


More Like NBA Scam... 

After discovering that NBA Jam was 
rigged against the Chicago Bulls in 
your article “25 Fun Facts About Video 
Games You Likely Didn't Know” (issue 
291), | immediately took a picture of 
the entry and sent it to my best friend. 
After spending countless nights (and 
many pots of coffee) battling it out 
‘over NBA Jam in our middle-school 
years, we feel disgusted. Despite 
Michael Jordan’s absence from the 
roster, | always picked the Bulls, while 
my buddy chose Shawn Kemp's 





Supersonics. Even though | beat him 
90 percent of the time, | now wonder 
how many more wins | may have been 
able to squeeze in. This fact was not 
so “fun” to learn after all. 
John Weir 
Girard, Kansas 


Rest assured, John, your teen- 
age rivalry was unaffected. The 
secret programming, which caused 
Chicago Bulls’ players to brick more 
shots in the final seconds of a game, 
was only activated when playing 
against the Detroit Pistons - the 
favorite team of NBA Jam creator 
Mark Turmell. If your friend was play- 
ing as the Supersonics, your losses 
were all you. 








| just wanted to let everyone at your 
magazine know that | love your podcasts 
and various videos. The Mass Effect 
Andromeda Game Club was very inter- 
esting and insightful; it was nice to know 
that I wasn't the only one who enjoyed 
the game even with its many flaws. | 
read your magazine mostly for game and 
industry news, but I love the return of 
ranking features like your Top 100 RPGs 
article (issue 290). | was wondering if you 
could do something similar with horror 
games, and have it come out maybe not 
this Halloween, but next? 

Chuck Herm 

via email 


We're not sure why you'd want us to. 
skip this Halloween, but either way, 
we're one step and several years 
ahead of you; issue 258 contained our 
picks for the Top 25 horror games of 
all time, which you can check out at 
gameinformer.com. 


Thank you very much for your “Gaming 

For All” article (issue 291). It really is one 

of the best articles | have ever read. My 

uncle has Cerebral Palsy, and he loves 

to play games like Halo, Borderlands, 

Battlefield, and many others. Whenever 

| go to his house | play with him, and we 

have a very fun time together. He uses 

the same technology as described in 

the article to play games, and damn is 

he good at them. A lot of the technology 

was donated from Ablegamers, and it 

allows him to completely wreck bandits 

in Borderlands 2 and Covenant aliens in 

Halo 4. I'm very grateful that you wrote this 

article and | can't wait to show it to him. 
Sagan Petr Smith 

Fort Collins, CO 


We can't think of a more noble goal 
than creating specialized hardware for 
disabled gamers that allows them to 
kick our butts in multiplayer matches. 
Kudos to Ablegamers, and all the other 
advocates who are working tirelessly to 
make video games more accessible. 





PHOTOS FROM THE VIDEO GAME INDUSTRY 


“During E3 Microsoft 
announced another new 
Xbox One with just a few 
improvements for $499. 
Why are they doing this?” 


Money. 


“How is it possible to 
compile a Top 100 RPGs 
list and exclude Heroes of 
Might and Magic?” 


Opinions. 


“ls there any way to see 
how a Highlander game 
could come out on PS4 

and other systems?” 


Yes, but we'd have to 
track down and behead 
all the other immortals 
first, which sounds like 
a lot of work. 


“Long-time reader and 
angry fat man with 
the internet, first-time 
counter-pointer.” 





What has been the most 


significant change to your 
gaming interests/habits 
over the years? 





This month we 
traveled to Foster City, 
California to get the 
lowdown on Call of Duty: 
WWII from the fine folks 
at Sledgehammer. 

Kim recently 
met up with famed 
Kingdom Hearts 
composer Yoko 
Shimomura at the 
Kingdom Hearts 
Orchestra concert. 
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= Assassin's Creed 


Requests. 


‘= Continued Top 100 
RPG Replies 


w Destiny 2 
Excitement 


= “Bring Back 
Couch Co-op!” 


= “Gaming For 
All” Fans 


= Friday The 13th 
Hater Gripes 


Ben Reeves didn't 
expect XCOM 2 director 
Jake Solomon to whisper 
sweet nothings into his 
ear during his demo of 
War of the Chosen — but 
he didn't object either. 
Former G.l. 

Editor Dan Ryckert and 
Bianca Monda tied the 
knot in Las Vegas this 
month, and because it's 
Dan, they did it at Taco 
Bell. Til diarrhea do 
them part. 

(continued on page 10) 
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:// DON’T GET HACKED BY 
<<Nicotine can rep ir bre 
> until all you think about is your next cigarette.>> 










THE REAL CosT& 
—_— 


1 Anthony Sciscioli 
Bowser must be killing it at the gym lately. 





2 Darius Davis 
That's some fine scratching, Darius! 


3 Adam Thomas 

‘Spyro and Crash shouldn't look so shocked — given 
all the crazy things that happen in their worlds, is 
a crossover really that much of a stretch? 


4 Ian Kennedy 

What happens when you mash up every 
popular video game character into one image? 
NIGHTMARES, that’s what. 





)& 


Fry, ( 





Correction: In last month's issue, we featured a portrait of Link that was later found to not be original. We apologize for this error. 


Submit your art for a chance to win our monthly prize. Please include your name and return address. Entries become the property of Game Informer and cannot be returned. 
Send to: Game Informer Reader Art Contest, 724 First Street North, 3rd Floor, Minneapolis, MN 55401 | Email to: ReaderArt@gameinformer.com 


We also sent Kyle 

and Hanson to Japan 
‘this month to learn all 
about Game Freak's 
illustrious history with 
Pokémon. Unfortunately, 
they came back when 
they were done. 

While in Japan, 


Kyle and Hanson caught 
up with 8-4’s John 
Ricciardi and Enhance 
Games’ Mark MacDonald. 
Hear them chat about 
the game industry on the 
GL. Show. 
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HEAT IT UP. EAT IT UP. 


©2017, Hormel Foods LLC 





enter the wasteland: 
fantasy flight's new 
fallout tabletop game 


pokémon go fest 
chicago 


massive: 
final fantasy xiv 
stormblood 


impulse: 
three variations on a 
platforming theme 


the longshots 
rounding up the 
unlikely games we 
want most 


interview: brendan 
“playerunknown* 
greene 





The world of competitive fighting games gets bigger every year. 
But what does that growth mean for its biggest tournament? 





hen Tom and Tony Cannon called on dozens of 

Street Fighter players to enter the first “Battle By 

The Bay” tournament (now called the Evolution 

Championship series, or Evo) in Sunnyvale, 
California, back in 1996, they never imagined it would end up 
where it has. “This was never the plan for Evo,” Tom Cannon 
said during a panel at this year’s tournament. 

Since its modest inception, Evo has grown to a monumental 
scale, moving from arcades to ballrooms to convention centers. 
This year the tournament took place at the Mandalay Bay Hotel 
in Las Vegas, hosting thousands of attendees and airing on 
major television channels like ESPN2 and Disney XD, exposing 
an enormous audience to a growing-but-niche scene. 

As the tournament grows, it has fostered several offshoot com- 
munities, both large and small. Attendees set up CRT televisions to 
play classic fighting games wherever they can find the space, and 
sponsors are pouring more money than ever into tournament prize 
pools, booths on the show floor, and players themselves. Through 
these changes, the Cannons still strive to have Evo abide by its 
core mission: “Preserve and grow the arcade competitive culture.” 


by Suriel Vazquez 


More Than A Tournament 
At its heart, Evo is a tournament 
gathering all of the disparate fight- 
ing game communities (FGCs) in one 
place. But in recent years, it's also 
grown to accommodate the average 
video game fan. “This right now is like 
FighterCon - that’s where it's been 
moving gradually,” says Leah “Gllty” 
Hayes, a high-level Street Fighter V 
player and streamer. Though its main 
component is competition, you can 
easily spend your entire weekend at 
Evo without signing up for a single 
tournament. “Maybe you only play 

in one game, and then you're done,” 


Hayes says. “Now there's plenty of 
things people can do and enjoy, and 
I think that’s a really positive step.” 
This year, several publishers set up 
booths to show off upcoming games 
like Marvel vs. Capcom: Infinite, Dragon 
Ball FighterZ, and Gundam Versus. 
Many independent developers also 
showed off their wares, including 
fighting and other kinds of competi- 
tive, arcade-style games. You could 
find several booths hocking arcade 
sticks, artist sketches, autographs, and 
chachkies. If your controller of choice 
broke, wasn't compatible with a con- 
sole, or could have used a little more 


flair, you could find booths offering 
repairs, converters, and mods on short 
notice. Several panels covering Twitch 
streaming, the history of Evo, and more 
offered a reprieve from the noise of the 
Mandalay Bay Convention Center. It 
also helps that Evo now takes place in 
a Vegas hotel, where food courts and 
casinos are a short walk away. 

Despite the burgeoning con-like 
atmosphere, the focus on fighting, 
arcade, and competitive games gives 
Evo a distinct feel. Opposite the showy 
booths and merch, you can find dozens 
of players competing at every kind of 
game imaginable. Fans brought ina 
few Dreamecasts for hours of Marvel vs. 
Capcom 2 play, CRTs littered one area 
full of Super Smash Bros. Melee play- 
ers getting in some practice between 
tournament matches, while others 
honed their skills at more recent fight- 
ers like Pokkén Tournament and Arms. 
A few setups even featured custom 
machines that allowed players to hook 
up original arcade boards for clas- 
sic Capcom fighters like Super Street 
Fighter Il Turbo and Darkstalkers to 
their televisions with ease. 

Though Evo officially hosts tourna- 
ments for nine games (Street Fighter V, 
‘Super Smash Bros. for Wii U, Tekken 7, 
BlazBlue: Central Fiction, Ultimate 
Marvel vs. Capcom 3, Super Smash 
Bros. Melee, Injustice 2, Guilty Gear Xrd: 
Rev 2, and The King of Fighters XIV), 
players host several of their own tour- 
naments on the side. Walking around 
the show floor, you can hear organiz- 
ers calling for players to report for their 
tournament matches for games like Fist 
of the North Star, Puyo Puyo Tetris, and 
more. An entire sub-tournament called 
AnimEvo sprung up in recent years (see 
sidebar). These small, ad-hoc events 
harken back to Evo's early days, when 
the tournaments were smaller, slightly 
less organized, and didn’t feature play- 
ers who had major sponsorship deals. 
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To Preserve And Grow 
Although Evo has grown into a massive 
event, fighting games are still working 
on their wider presence. “Right now 
fighting games are stil a niche,” says 
James Chen, a commentator who was 
a part of Evo in its earliest days. Though 
many of its scenes are on the rise, the 
fighting game genre is still not as preva- 
lent as shooters or MOBAs. This makes 
Evo an important showcase for several 
different FCs, such as those for Super 
‘Smash Bros. (see sidebar). “Lots of 
people watch Evo and don’t watch any- 
thing else,” Chen says. 

This makes Evo a de facto ambassa- 
dor for the FGC, an honor that comes 
with the responsibility of making sure 
the event is sending the right mes- 
sage to the world. Part of that means 
showing that at the core of Evo are the 





efforts of people who are passionate 
about the genre, and would hold these 
tournaments even if there were no 
money on the line. 

That focus on the grassroots hasn't 
stopped outside parties from taking 
interest. Esports conglomerates and 
other sponsors have invested money in 
the FGC for years, and their presence 
in the scene is increasingly felt, but not 
always embraced. “There's always a 
litle bit of caution there,” Chen says. 
Past brushes with major esports corpo- 
rations such as Major League Gaming 
have led to poor tournament experi- 
ences, resulting in bad blood between 
the two communities. “The danger, in 
my opinion, was that the FGC needed 
MLG more than the MLG needed the 
FGC," Chen says. This lopsided retation- 
ship can lead to bubbles where, should 
advertisers or sponsors find they're not 
getting a return on their investment and 
decide to pull out, the game's competi- 
tive scene could suffer in the long run. 

‘Another cause for concern among 
fighting game fans, including Cannon 
himself, is the esports industry's focus 
on cash incentives. “Prize money is 
how the gaming scene in general sees 
success,” Cannon said during the panel 
discussing Evo's history. Tournaments 
like Dota 2's The International tout their 
muttimillion-dollar prize pools, and the 
larger gaming world only tends to take 
notice when dollar signs are involved. 
What those dollar signs miss, accord- 
ing to Cannon, is that the prize money 
often goes to a small number of play- 
ers, teams, and sponsors, leaving most 
smaller events in the lurch. “There are 
grassroots Dota 2 and Counter-Strike 
tournaments, but all the funding and 
spotlight is what gets on TV,” Cannon 
says, “But that stuff wouldn't get on TV 
without the grassroots." 

Wandering the Mandalay Bay 
Convention Center and looking at the 
sea of CRTs, arcade machines, and 








players meeting up to play a genre 
that relies on a sense of community 
to thrive, it’s easy to understand why 
Chen, Cannon, and others work so 
hard to keep the tournament's culture 
intact. The ability to fire up an obscure 
fighting game, have someone else 
take notice, then sit down for a few 
matches with you is a feeling unique 
among gaming conventions. Recent 
esports-oriented tournaments like 
TBS’ Eleague and Capcom's own 
Capcom Cup, while fun events, lack 
this freeform aspect, instead focusing 
on building up the world’s best players 
toa larger audience. 

Newcomers to the scene, such as 
Team Liquid’s Du “NuckleDu” Dang, 
who took fifth at this year's Street 








Fighter V tournament, see things dif- 
ferently. Though Dang acknowledges 
the importance of keeping the event’s 
grassroots origins, he notes that the 
“arcade competitive culture” Evo 
strives to preserve had its flaws. “A 
lot of players back then, they had to 
have full-time jobs and find a way to 
compete and travel,” Dang says. With 
more organizations stepping in to 
sponsor players full-time and run tour- 
naments with larger prize pools, Dang 
says, “players are taken care of.” 
While Cannon is cautious of esports, 
involvement, he understands the 
grassroots efforts and more present- 
able esports events aren't mutually 
exclusive. “These things don't com- 
pete. You can have both,” he says. 


Evo 2017 Official Games 

And Champions* 

+ Street Fighter V- Hajime 
“Tokido” Taniguchi (Japan) 

+ Super Smash Bros. For Wii U - 
Saleem “Salem” Young 
(United States) 

+ Super Smash Bros. Melee - 
‘Adam “Armada” Lindgren 
(Sweden) 

* Tekken 7 - Hyun-jin “JDCR” 
Kim (Korea) 

+ Injustice 2 - Ryan “Dragon” 
Walker (United States) 

* Guilty Gear Xrd Rev 2 - Omito 
Hashimoto (Japan) 

+ Ultimate Marvel vs. Capcom 3- 
Rene “Ryan” Romero 
(United States) 

+ BlazBlue: Central Fiction - 
Ryusei Ito (Japan) 

+ The King of Fighters XIV- 
Chia-Hung "E.T.” Lin (Taiwan) 

“sorted by number of entrants 
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A Day To Remember 
On the tournament's final day, all eyes 
were on the Mandalay Bay Events 
Center, where the top eight players in 
the five most popular games fought 
atop a stage for their shot at first place, 
a spectacle which straddled a line 
between the flashiness of esports and 
the raw excitement of a fighting-game 
tournament. “It’s always been this day 
when the distractions stop, and every- 
body in this room is watching this one 
screen,” Chen says. “You have a room 
full of thousands and thousands of 
people watching at the same time.” 
The day was full of bated breaths, 
as each of the five games produced 
the types of glorious, one-of-a-kind 
moments and narratives that make 
competitive gaming special. Ultimate 
Marvel vs. Capcom 3's final year at 
the event reminded everyone why 
the game had endured for so long. 
BlazBlue’s knock-down, drag-out final 
match had every possible twist and 
turn you could imagine. Tekken 7's 





finals had several upset matches and a 
few Americans trying to represent their 
home nation. Super Smash Bros. for 
Wii U's last match turned on a vicious 
dime. Street Fighter V's champion 
seemed like a foregone conclusion until 
they absolutely weren't. 

The setup at Mandalay, with the 
glaring stage lights and confetti of a 
marquee esports tournament, was a 
marked departure from Evo's past. It 
did manage, however, to retain some of 
the homegrown feel. Cheers were more 
scattered and distinct (at one point, 
someone yelled “Yeah, Tekken! Woo!” 
which caused intermittent “woos” 
throughout the rest of the event), and 
players were far more expressive after 





winning than your typical esports 
competitor. After the event was over, 
famous players intermingled seamlessly 
with the crowds, giving fans a chance 
to see their favorite players without 
overbearing mobs or impromptu auto- 
graph sessions. 

Through all the changes the tourna- 
ment has undergone, all the communities 
it's fostered, and all increased exposure 
it's brought to the fighting game genre, 
Evo manages to retain what makes it so 
special. “It's not about crafting drama, 
it's not about trying to manipulate,” Chen 
says. “You set up an environment where 
hype things can happen, and like magic, 
they just happen. And Evo has always 
been that way.” 
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ENTER THE 
WASTELAND 


An exclusive first look at Fantasy Flight’s 
Fallout board game 


> 


yoann 


Jax BOARD GAME FOF 


by Matt Miller 


uccessfully adapting an existing video game property into a new me- 
dium is rife with challenge. Fantasy Flight Games has made a habit of 
confronting that challenge and capturing the magic of such far-flung 
franchises as Gears of War, XCOM, The Witcher, Doom, and Civiliza- 
tion, each catered with mechanics, art, and gameplay arcs that simultaneously 
Teflect the success of the video games, but also innovate within the board 
game medium. The publisher is once again trying its hand at the process, and 
I visited the studio to get a first look at the results; the Fallout board game is an 
adventure into an irradiated wasteland for one-to-four players, filled with the 
same off-kilter humor, fierce combat against irradiated beasts, and most of all, 


impactful decisions that characterized the beloved video game series. 
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“You play as one of five unique survi- 
vors in the wasteland, struggling to gain 
the most influence before the end of 

the game,” says lead designer Andrew 
Fischer. “You're exploring unknown 
territory, having encounters, and making 
choices at different locations, racing 

to complete quests, and changing the 
fate of the Wasteland between two 
different factions.” Your survival mission 
sets you loose on one of four distinct, 
scenarios, each meant to recall central 
environments from the Bethesda games. 
Confront the Capital Wasteland or The 
Pitt from Fallout 3 and its expansion, 

or face the dangers of Fallout 4's Com- 
monwealth or Far Harbor. “The location 
you choose to play in changes how the 
map is set up, what locations you're g 
ing to see, as well as what quests you're 
going to be completing,” Fischer says. 
The variation in locales is accomplished 
through a hex-based game board that 

is set up differently for each scenario; 
certain hexes only show up for specific 
setups while other hexes show up face 
down, and must be explored. 

Venturing out in my first game, | take 
on the role of a Wastelander, but my 
competitors have different minis and 
accompanying abilities, from the Broth- 
ethood of Steel soldier to the emerging 
Vault dweller. The Fallout board game 
capitalizes on the same character cus- 
tomization features that many players 
will recall from the video games. A set of 
abilities labeled "SPECIAL" dictate traits 
like Strength, Perception, or Endurance, 
and players can slowly build up their 
capability in each ability by leveling up. 
Traits like Luck or Agility may or may not 
factor into my encounters and quests, 
so | can either improve them over the 
course of the game, or alternately use 
my new levels to gain perks, like the 
Night Person perk, letting me sneak 
to anew location on the board. With 
each new improved trait slotted into my 
board, it takes that many more experi- 
ence points to pass to the next level, 
creating an intuitive path to progression. 

Characters also begin to differenti- 
ate themselves through a plentiful and 
colorful mix of equipment and allies. 
Perhaps you can convince the robotic 
butler, Cogsworth, to accompany you 
and aid in your trading with other 
survivors. Acquire the Pip-Boy, and you 
can use the wrist-mounted computer to 
scan any facedown card in play. Work 
with the Brotherhood of Steel, or simply 
steal from their airship and don a set of 
devastating power armor. You can also 
increase your offensive capability with 
any number of weapons. “The Fat Man 
is probably my favorite of the weapons," 
Fischer says. "Most of our combats are 
one-on-one with your foe. But when 
you use the Fat Man, you also kill other 
nearby enemies. You can potentially 
wipe out a bunch of enemies in one g 
ant blast, to get across that flavor of the 








Fantasy Flight's Fallout game has 
a natural adventure-game flow, with 
brisk turns that see players flipping 
new hexes, encountering enemies like 
Bloatflies and Synths, and seeking 
to ally with different factions like the 
Railroad or the Institute. But its most 
innovative and engaging feature is a 
focus on meaningful choices. Every 
encounter and quest enters the game 
with different options for how to resolve 
it. Sneak in and steal whatever you can 
find, or risk a frontal assault? Spread 
the word of the Children of Atom, or 
condemn the false religion? Upon mak- 
ing a decision and determining your 
success through dice-based ability 
tests, not only does that situation re- 
solve in a particular way, but new story 
elements and cards come into play. A 
huge numbered card library sits beside 
the board, separate from the normal 
draw piles. Upon resolving situations, 
new numbered cards are pulled from 
the library and added into the potential 
draw pile. 

Free the caged super mutants? New 
super mutant encounter cards now ap- 
pear in the deck, to be encountered by 
both you and other players. Save that 
pathetic dog from abuse by its owner? 
It slinks away, and the Dogmeat 
companion card enters the deck, to be 
discovered later. That focus on choice 
extends to the major story arcs of each 
scenario, Perhaps a war breaks out 
between the competing factions, or 
you manage to maintain some sem- 
blance of peace. The synths discover 


a modicum of freedom, or succumb to 
their roles as brutal enforcers. Maybe a 
side quest takes you to a long-forgot- 
ten vault, and its overseer introduces 
you to anew cavalcade of characters. 
Over the course of my playthrough, | 
was fascinated by the way our distinct 
session felt catered to the situations 
one of us had previously encountered. 
Even within the broad replayability of 
four distinct scenarios, it seems as if 
any one of them could unfold in several 
completely different ways. 

From the text treatments on cards to 
the detail on the miniatures, it's clear 
that Fallout is a labor of love for Fischer 
and the team at Fantasy Flight. But 
the closeness with which the game 
hews to its source material also comes 
through a close partnership with 
Bethesda Game Studios. “We talked 
with them at each stage, from the 
original concept and vision, to writing 
and development in the middle, as well 
as final approvals on all of the different 





elements of the game,” Fischer says. 
“| got a chance to show the game to 
the designers and writers at Bethesda; 
we went to their company game night, 
and talked with them about the game.” 
The close working relationship shows 
in my playthrough; the weird humor is a 
potent counterpoint to the dark themes 
of devastation. The focus on survival, 
exploration, and choice is apparent. 

Fantasy Flight's Fallout adventure 
board game joins the upcoming 
Fallout: Wasteland Warfare miniatures 
game from the folks over at Modiphius 
Entertainment, and both games are 
currently targeting release late in 2017; 
it should be a fun time for Fallout fans 
who double as tabletop enthusiasts. 
My time with Fantasy Flight’s game left 
me excited to bring the classic series 
to my own table, and find out if | can 
survive a little deeper into the irradiated 
ruins, and simultaneously craft some 
new memories of the ever-surprising 
Fallout universe. © 
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MOST INTERESTING 
MOBA CHARACTERS 
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by Daniel Tack i Sy 
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Heroes of the Storm 
Two heads are better than one, and Cho'gall lets two players play one character. If 


you're in syne with your partner, great things can happen, but if you're not, well, you're 





going to look like one dumb ogre thrashing and crashing around. 





League of Legends 


With most characters, you only need to worry about 
positioning yourself. As Oriana, you need to keep track 
of and elaborately position your ball to get the most out of 
combat. Setting ball plays up in the thick of combat can 


be difficult, but the payoff is great. 





Dota 2 

While many teams have leamed to use 
off-lane “jungle” creatures as a source 
of bonus experience and gold, Chen 
players must master making those 
creatures and their abilities part of their 
own play experience. 
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Heroes of the Storm 


Smite 
Tapping into power of both light and 
dark, Hel can swap stances in combat 
to go from devastating damage dealer 
to potent support healer in a flash. 
Mastering both styles and flipping 
between them is no easy task, but itis a 
rewarding blend for your alles. 


Shoutout to Dota 2's Meepo, but the Lost Vikings task the 
player with controling three distinct units at the same 
time, requiring a significant amount of micromanage- 
ment skills and supreme attention. 


League of Legends 
Creating portals, healing shrines, and 
collecting chimes creates a unique 
play experience for Bard players, 
who will find themselves supporting 
and assisting with powerful, subtle, 
Unique abilities. 





Dota 2 

Mix and match reagents to create the perfect character 
for any situation. Whether you're blasting opponents 
from across the map or sneaking around invisible, 
Invoker requires top-tier piloting to take advantage of 
his myriad possible abilties. 





Heroes of the Storm 

Abathur plays “battlefield commander” by never getting 
down and dirty in the lanes, instead playing puppet- 
master from the relative safety of the base. Abathur can 
uickly swing the tide of battle in one area and then 
influence another skirmish, all without leaving home. 





Dota 2 

Rubick's ability to steal several powers from other 
characters during a single engagement can make for 
incredible battles, where a good player can turn certain 
defeat into a landslide victory. Timing is everything, and 
it takes lots of practice to get things right — but it's 
amazing to watch it happen. 





Dota 2 


From blowing up your opponents 
‘outright at point-blank-range to setting 
‘raps and harassing foes with endless 
types of mines and bombs, Techies re- 
quire the enemy to play fundamentally 
different from the norm to spot their 
explosives and avoid them. 


The Good 











TELLTALE outlined its plans for the rest of the year and into 2018, and they include Batman: The Enemy Within, The Walking 
Dead: The Final Season, and The Wolf Among Us 2. It all kicks off with the first episode for The Enemy Within, entitled The 


Enigma, on August 8. The other two games hit in 2018. 
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z Quotable 


) “Ni No Kuni 2 
will not have 
multiplayer 
content. I mis- 
understood the 
interview ques- 
tion, thinking 
it was asking 





FIVE NIGHTS AT FREDDY’S creator Scott Cawthon has announced that 
he’s stopping the horror series, saying that the pressure caused him 
to “[neglect] other things in my life.” Cawthon said he would continue 
making games, however. 











about online 
content in gen- 
eral, and my 
answer referred 
to online 
announcement 
of in-game 
events. As a 
result of this, 

I wrongly gave 
the impression 
that the game 
features multi- 


player content.” 
FCC chairman Ajit Pai supports the rollback 


of 2015 regulations that classified the 
internet as a Title II utility. Supporters of 
NET NEUTRALITY believe this could limit 
users’ access to the internet and possibly 
open up the door for ISPs to slow down 
traffic, the favoring of ISP-backed content 
over equal access, the creation of differ- 
ent internet pay lanes, and more. For more 
information on supporting net neutrality, 
head to battleforthenet.com. © 

president and 
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Akihiro Hino, 


CEO of developer 
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The story of how Pokémon Go Fest quickly turned into a disaster 


he threat of thunderstorms loomed over Chicago like a bad 

omen the night before Niantic’s first Pokémon Go fan con- 

vention. The next morning, rain or shine, more than 20,000 
people were expected in the city’s beautiful Grant Park for Pokémon 
Go Fest. These people, or “trainers” as they are known in Pokémon Go, 
are mostly here for two reasons: to catch rare Pokémon to round out 
their collections and unearth the game’s first legendary beast. 


On its website, Niantic claimed both opportu- 
nities would be possible, making a trip to Chi- 
cago a worthwhile expenditure for people who 
have been playing the game every day since 
it launched just over a year ago. Having the 
event set in a sprawling, art-flled park incentiv- 
ized me to bring my family along for the work 
trip - something I've never done in my tenure at 
Game Informer. My wife and daughter both play 
the game as extensively as | do, and it seemed 
like the perfect marriage of my professional and 
personal life. 

We arrived in Chicago the night before the 
Fest began, and wasted no time heading over 
to Grant Park to survey the event as best we 
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could outside its gates, but more so to start 
playing the game. We thought we would look 
silly walking around the park with cables running 
from our phones down to battery chargers in 
our pockets, but it turns out we weren't alone. 

A good number of families were out in the park 
playing Pokémon Go. 

We mingled with a handful of people as we 
engaged in Raid Battles and walked through 
the park to hatch eggs. As the night went on, 
the game suddenly started moving slower, fol- 
lowed by the app crashing repeatedly. | noticed 
more trainers had descended upon the park to 
play. I never saw more than 15 to 20 players in 
one area, yet the game was clearly struggling 





to keep up with the influx of traffic. | talked 
to numerous players in the area that were all 
experiencing the same problems. The fear of 
rain on the horizon was suddenly replaced by 
a concern of the game not working — some- 
thing Niantic has taken flak for since the game 
launched. Pokémon Go is fun and engaging, but 
it’s never been reliable. 

| was so worried by the troubling develop- 
ments that I reached out to Niantic’s PR to alert 
them of a story | was going to run about stability 
being an issue the night before the Fest. A rep- 
resentative for the company told me that phone 
service providers were " 
and that “ 
companies like Verizon offering an extra cellular 
tower, and others bringing in cell trucks to boost 
signals. | didn’t want to fearmonger the night 
before the event, so, given the information | was 
provided, | decided to squash the story. 

Chicago was hit by hard rains and thunder in 
the early hours of the next day, but the storm 
front moved out of the area, producing clear 
skies, sunshine, and a muggy heat for the con- 
vention, My family arrived at the Fest gates an 
hour before it opened, and | noticed the game 
performance was in no better shape now than 





it was the previous night. The one thing that 
gave me hope: There were already thousands 

of people standing in line, and | was stil able to 
play the game in the area. 

That hope wilted quickly, as people started 
entering the park. | couldn't stay logged in for 
more than 20 seconds at a time, preventing me 
from spinning a stop or catching a Pokémon. 

With no way to play the game we decided 
to pocket our phones to check out what else 
the Fest had in store for us. Grant Park offered 
plenty of space, even for 20,000 people. Most 
of the area was wide open, consisting of just 
walking paths and wet, puddle-stricken grassy 
areas — a space that should have served players 
well. On the perimeter of the “playing area” were 
three huge tents, a red one for Team Valor, a 
blue one for Team Mystic, and a yellow one for 
Team Instinct. These tents offered shade from 
the sun, areas to lounge and charge phones, as 
well as concession stands. Tucked in-between 
two of these tents was a merchandising booth, 
which oddly didn’t have much to sell other than 
at-shirt for each team, the Pokémon Go Plus 
accessory, and a few other little things. No plush 
toys or collectibles were for sale. 

Assmall row of food trucks, a little wooded 
area, and an oddly placed “wear a Velcro vest 
and jump onto a Velcro wall” attraction rounded 
out the park. Basically, there wasn't much to do 
other than play the game. 

‘As more trainers poured into Grant Park, the 
game became even more unplayable, not even 
booting up for stretches at a time. The opening 
ceremony kicked off about an hour into the 
Fest, and tried to cary a fun atmosphere. The 
host attempted to pump up the crowd, and 
Niantic’s CEO John Hanke looked upbeat as 
ever, but the crowd was already stressing over 
the game not working. Some players were get- 
ting online long enough to see that a Pokémon 
called Unown was spawning in the area. It's 
the rarest Pokémon in the game, and people 
wanted to catch it, but couldn’t log in. 

Hanke ran out on stage to boos, people 
yelling “we can't play,” and a chant of “fix the 





Blissey 


game.” He stumbled over his opening words, 
nodded as he looked at his feet, and tried to 

go into his upbeat spiel, which even talked 
about the weather. It looks like we got some 
sunshine. Let's hear it for sunshine,” he said as 
the crowd looked on in disbelief. 

People came to the event to play the game, 
and they didn’t want to hear any more pleasant- 
ries. The chanting and yelling picked up again, 
this time louder, and Hanke could no longer 
ignore it. “I know some of you guys have had 
trouble getting logged on this morning,” he 
said. “We got the whole Niantic team working 
on fixes, so please be patient with us, okay?” 

Those fixes didn't come. A steady stream of 
new people continued to enter the park, and it 
was clear the game wasn’t going to work any 
time soon. | talked to a family of five decked out 
in Team Mystic gear that flew in from Los An- 
geles and spent thousands to get to Chicago. 
They were crushed by what was happening. 
Hardly anyone could play the game. People 
with Sprint service fared the best, but even they 
were struggling to catch anything. At this point, 
the Fest was an unmitigated disaster, and no 
quick fix was in sight. 

As the heat from the sun increased, so did the 
sense of unease in the park. A water bottle was 
thrown at the host on stage. Niantic wouldn't 
say the day was lost outright, but when Mike 
Quigley, the company's CMO, took the stage, it 
was clear he was waving the white flag. He said 
the game was experiencing three issues: one 
tied to the networks, another to a crash bug, 
and the last an authentication issue. It sounded 
like a mess that wasn't going to be resolved 
before the Fest closed. A chant of “refunds” be- 
gan, and | thought a riot was going to break out. 

Quigley offered everyone in the park a full 
refund on tickets (which were $20), as well as 
$100 in in-game currency for Pokémon Go. 
That still wasn’t enough. People came here 
to catch the rare beasts. In the entire span 
of the Fest, | was only able to stay logged in 
long enough to spin one Pokéstop and catch 
one critter. 


Knowing few people would be able to play 
the game in the park, Niantic did the smartest 
thing they could: extend the Fest grounds to a 
two-mile radius into Chicago's city streets. This 
allowed people to play the game and reap the 
exclusive rewards the Fest was supposed to 
deliver. | caught roughly a dozen Unowns, but 
the game was never fully stable, even with the 
expanded radius. Even small clusters of people 
brought crashes. 

In the weeks leading up to the Fest, Niantic 
revealed players in the park would have to 
catch enough Pokémon to lure out the game’s 
first Legendary. If those trainers in Grant Park 
defeated the Legendary beasts, they would 
then be unleashed upon the world. That battle 
never took place. Niantic shelved the theatrics 
and just made them available as Raid bosses 
later that day. 

As a final apology to people who attended the 
Fest, Niantic added Lugia to their Pokédexes. 
None of the handouts were enough to make 
people forget about the disastrous festival they 
just attended. They were sunburnt, tired, unful- 
filled, and angry. 

Niantic doesn’t have a firm grasp on its game, 
even a year after its release. In its current form, 
Pokémon Go is clearly not made for large-scale 
gatherings, or even moderately sized ones. 
Niantic also clearly didn’t do the proper testing 
before asking 20,000 people to come together. 
We watched the game fall apart before our 
eyes, and hopefully give Niantic the wakeup it 
desperately needs. 

Pokémon Go is a great idea built on a trou- 
bling foundation. Niantic shouldn't think about 
another fan gathering before the apparent 
code issues are addressed. Even raids with 
just 20 people in an area run into issues. That 
kind of performance isn't new, however, and 
has plagued this experience since its start. 
talked to a man who traveled from Europe to 
attend the event, and he said he came here to 
embrace the game more, but decided he was 
done with it entirely. He treated the Fest as 
a funeral. 


Failed to log in 


TRY A DIFFERENT ACCOUNT 
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Final Fantasy XIV: Stormblood 


inal Fantasy XIV continues to provide plenty of content with a subscription-based model in 
the world of MMORPGs, and Stormblood is the next giant expansion pack full of activities, 
jobs, monsters, and more. Is it worth your time to get into it? If you're already invested in Final 
Fantasy XIV, the answer is a definite “yes.” Stormblood is largely focused on end-game activities for 
players that have already maxed out a job or two. If you're not there yet, you can purchase potions 
(with real-world money) that let you bypass leveling and story progression, but I'd advise against that 
quick-fix solution. Unless you're really trying to get up to speed with friends or guildmates, you miss 
out on the journey that is much of the joy in FF XIV. 


by Daniel Tack 


To participate in Stormblood, you 
must be level 60 and have completed 
the Heavensward storyline. If you're 
just getting into the game and you're 
not boosting, it will be a long time 
before you can access the new areas. 
Stormblood is very much a traditional 
MMORPG expansion in this way, with 
a massive focus on new stuff for old 
players to do. This might be a bar- 
rier of entry to new players, but get- 
ting current by taking the time to go 
through Final Fantasy XIV's huge story 
is a good way to spend a few months; 
it’s on par or better than many of the 
standard mainline FF tales. 

For those already level 60, you can 
dive right into the new zones or check 
out one of the new jobs (similar to 
classes in other games). Red Mage 
and Samurai are both available for 
players looking for a new experi- 
ence. | played a Red Mage through 
Stormblood, and found the dualcast 
system to be a welcome and interest- 
ing take on the ranged damage-dealer. 
Dualcasting lets you cheat long cast- 
ing times on spells by allowing you 
one instant cast spell each time you 
cast a spell regularly, allowing you to 
cast a “setup” spell that might not 


do a ton of damage but lets you dish 
out some big burst on your next spell 
without a long cast time. True to its FF 
roots, the Red Mage also comes with 
some support and utility, including 
some spot healing if your team ends 
up ina bind (or if you want to solo 
some tough creatures). If you're look- 
ing for something more melee-oriented 
and combo-centric, the Samurai is a 
good fit. 

The new zones let you continue 
along the main story progression 
path alongside a slew of forgettable 
sidequests. You don’t need to do 
sidequests if you don’t want to, as 
you can now get a sizable chunk of 
experience from participating in PVP, 
and you can also do dungeon runs or 
FATES (public group quests) if you just 
want to get experience points. The 
new zones feature aether currents like 
the Heavensward areas, so if you want 
to fly to get around easier, your first 
priority should be seeking out these 
landmarks. | appreciate that the main 
story quests will gear you up with rel- 
evant, powerful stuff to get you to 70 
and that you have several options in 
terms of side content. 

But flying isn’t the only way to get 


around the world of Stormblood. 
Nope, now we can go underwater! A 
mechanic that you unlock around 30 
percent of the way to 70, you can now 
dive, ride mounts, and basically do all 
kinds of stuff underwater. Submerged 
content used to be sort of a boutique 
convention for a MMO expansion, and 
it's done well here. The underwater 
locations are cool to visit and explore. 

When you're not having a blast 
under the sea, other locales in 
Stormblood are rich and rewarding 
to explore as well. Locations like the 
Japanese-themed city of Kugane are 
interesting, packed with quests, and 
are visual treats. 

Longtime players of Final Fantasy 
XIV are probably already on board with 
Stormblood, which provides significant 
chunks of new things to see and do, 
and is the game's best expansion 
yet. If you haven't already played FF 
XIV, I'm not so sure Stormblood can 
capture you, as you must spend either 
a huge chunk of time or a monetary 
investment just to get a character up 
to speed - and then you will be placed 
ina story with no idea how you got 
there and with a character you prob- 
ably don’t know how to play. 


Three Variations On A 


Platforming Theme 


by Matt 








s one of the earliest gaming genres, the side-scrolling 
platformer has a long and varied history. Within the indie 
scene, I'm fascinated by the way creators approach the 
platformer from distinct perspectives, layering in action, puzzle, 
shooting, and other genre elements into a new cohesive vision. This 
month I took a closer look at three of the most intriguing twists of the 


platforming experience on the horizon. 





Aegis Defenders is an odd mix of 
systems that somehow all work well 
together. Players control two treasure 
hunters, Clu and her grandfather Bart, 
as they delve into the ruins of a highly 
advanced civilization and pull out valu- 
able relics. Initially, the gameplay feels 
like a classic 16-bit action/platformer, 
as your characters run and jump 
through increasingly complex stages. 
The two leads can be controlled either 
by a single player switching back and 
forth, or by two players in cooperation. 
Either way, other influences begin to 
crop up; a weapon and trap purchas- 
ing system and extensive dialogue 
threads allude to classic console 
RPGs. And then, as the stages con- 
clude, the concept shifts yet again, and 
you enter tower defense sequences. 


Aegis Defenders 
PSA, Pt 


Here, the two heroes work in tandem 
to create turrets, place traps, and fire 
weapons to hold off hordes of advanc- 
ing enemies before they can reach a 
vulnerable location. 

Aegis Defenders has a beautiful art 
palette and equally evocative music. 
Character dialogue is light and at times 
funny. However, only time with the 
game reveals its biggest strengths — 
deep upgrade and combat systems 
lie behind the colorful exterior. | was 
impressed with the couple of hours | 
played, which featured tight controls, 
challenging encounters, and constant 
new twists on the established game- 
play. I'm eager to see the full experi- 
ence when it launches on PS4, PC, 
and Mac later this year. 

South African developer Nyamakop 


Semblance 
PC, Mac, unannot 


is behind the clever Semblance, a 
puzzle/platformer headed to PC, Mac, 
and unannounced consoles in 2018. 
In the demo | played, | took on the 
role of Squish, an amorphous blob-like 
creature who lives in a world made of 
something akin to Play-Doh. Hardness 
has entered the world, and Squish is 
on a quest to bring back the softness. 
Gameplay demands that you deform 
both the platforms on which Squish 
jumps, but also the little blob itself, in 
an attempt to reach objectives scat- 
tered throughout the levels. By dashing 
upwards into a flat platform, | reshaped 
it into a peak that allowed for a higher 
jump. In another instance, | could slam 
a platform down into an energy field 
that elastically rebounded the platform 
upward, catapulting my character onto 
ahigher area. The puzzles demanded 
critical thinking, and asked that | 
examine not just my onscreen charac- 
ters capabilities, but the capabilities of 
the environment as well. 

‘Snowman developed the excel- 
lent Alto's Adventure, and the team 
has now joined up with fellow studio 
Slingshot and Satchel to bring us a 
new project called Distant. Like Alto’s 
Adventure, Distant is a game deeply 
concered with a sense of flow and 
freedom of movement. Distant sports 
stylish but spare visuals, alluding to a 
sense of vast space and loneliness. 
You control a god-like orb that is sling- 
shotting its human creation through 
the world, Wall-jumps and impossible 
leaps to far-away platforms unfold in 
long, elegant curves. The controls are 
intuitive, lending a sense of effortless 
floating and falling to the experience. 
Distant is early in development, but 
there's something about the feel of 
movement that is immediately enthrall- 
ing; I'm eager to launch into its world, 
but the developers aren't yet ready 
to commit to a release time frame. 
Whenever it does arrive, expect a 
release on Apple TV, PC, Mac, and 
unannounced consoles. © 











THE LONGSHOTS 


Lair 2 


WHY IT SHOULD HAPPEN: Factor 5's action/adventure game was 
super promising in the years leading up to its release, with fans of 
Drakan: Order of the Flame and Panzer Dragoon yearning for another 
quality dragon-combat simulator. With terrible controls, a subpar frame- 
rate, and dull visuals, Lair was disappointing. 

‘Anew Lair should focus on the game's strong setting, featuring two 
warring clans in a post-apocalyptic world filled with volcanoes and 
controllable dragons. It could build upon the strategic concepts of 
the original, like the enemy morale system, and fix the wonky motion- 
control scheme in order capture the promise of the original concept. 
I'd love for Lair to get another shot with a sequel that takes full advan- 
tage of modern hardware and has a new look. 


WHY IT WONT HAPPEN: Lair is often remembered a flop, and Sony 
hasn't announced any plans for a sequel since the original. Given how 
many exclusives the publisher already has for the PlayStation 4, it's 
unlikely we'll ever see Lair get the chance at redemption its concept 
deserves. — Javy Gwaltney 


WHY IT SHOULD HAPPEN: In September of 2002, Blizzard announced 
a stealth-action spinoff to its blockbuster RTS series, StarCraft. Set 
four years after the conclusion of StarCraft: Brood War, Ghost followed 
Nova, a young agent with psychic abilities who uncovered a conspir- 
acy that threatened to upset the entire galactic power structure. 

Blizzard famously kept delaying and eventually canceled Ghost, 
but that doesn’t mean the ideas didn’t have promise. Even today, 
Nova's powers sound tempting. A variety of high-tech gear and 
psychic powers could disrupt enemy movement and make levels 
feel like futuristic playgrounds. Imagine if Nova could sneak around 
like the Predator before unloading on an unsuspecting group of 
enemies with a power set that looked fit to compete in Overwatch. 
And if things get entirely out of hand, Nova can always call down 
nukes from the sky. 

StarCraft: Ghost could be the ultimate stealth power fantasy — a 
nice blend of the action and stealth found in games like Metal Gear 
Solid V and Dishonored. However, the depth of StarCraft's world 
combined with its sci-fi technology could help Ghost go places other 
series can't. 


WHY IT WON'T HAPPEN: Blizzard has better things to do than dredge 
up infamous 15-year-old failed projects. Nova has appeared in other 
forms, like novels, comics, and StarCraft II DLC, and it looks like that's 
the most exposure she'll get. — Ben Reeves 








NCAA Football 18 


WHY IT SHOULD HAPPEN: Four years have passed since EA released 
the final entry of NCAA Football, and in that time the little brother to 
the NFL has continued to generate multi-billion dollar revenues and 
report strong attendance figures. An audience of gamers who prefer 
college over pro football is clearly hungry for a reboot. 

The NCAA Football series always offered a compelling alternative 
to the NFL game. The prevalence of spread option offenses gave the 
games a distinct feel compared to Madden, and the recruitment pro- 
cess made the dynasty mode a fan favorite. The process of targeting 
players, competing with rival schools for their commitment, and then 
nurturing their growth before seeing them take off for the NFL was a 
rewarding game loop that felt unlike anything else in sports games. 

The addition of a playoff format to the sport, however rudimentary, 
also signals an important change perfect for video games. Instead 
of relying on polls to determine the top amateur football team in 
the country, now the best of the best must duke it out on the grid- 
iron. This plays naturally into the competitiveness of NCAA's online 
dynasty mode. 


WHY IT WON'T HAPPEN: The primary reasons EA Sports discontinued 
the NCAA franchise are still problematic roadblocks with no clear solu- 
tions, like the legal hurdles over using player likenesses. In addition, the 
developer would have to find a way to appease power conferences like 
the SEC, Big Ten, and Pac-12, which previously declined to appear in 
future NCAA games due to the legal complications. — Matt Bertz 






































Eternal Darkness 2 


WHY IT SHOULD HAPPEN: Etemal Darkness is a psychological thriller 
that tells a gripping tale, spanning thousands of years, about godlike 
forces. While its story is well done, its best innovation is captivating the 
player with horrors that mess with their head. With sanity effects that 
trick you into believing your saved files are being deleted against your 
will or your TV is busted, Eternal Darkness is a unique experience that 
deserves a sequel. 

Areturn to this universe should still have you play as multiple charac- 
ters across generations who fight an ancient evil. Modern sanity effects 
could be more in-depth and believable, leveraging the connectivity 
of today’s gaming landscape. For example, 2016 indie game Pony 
Island tricks players into believing they are being messaged by a friend 
through their Steam client to distract them from a boss fight. An Eternal 
Darkness sequel could do similar clever tricks while building on the 
narrative foundation of the original. 


WHY IT WON'T HAPPEN: In 2013, a spiritual successor called Shadow 
of the Eternals (from the makers of Eternal Darkness) was announced. 
However, the game's two crowdfunding efforts failed, and the studio 
behind it closed. A scattered team and an apparent lack of interest 
from gamers make it unlikely we will see a sequel come to fruition 
anytime soon. — Elise Favis 





Star Wars: X-Wing vs. TIE Fighter 2 


WHY IT SHOULD HAPPEN: Climbing into the cockpit of an X-Wing 
starfighter is one of Star Wars’ greatest fantasies, and The Force 
Awakens amplifies the desire to suit up through the introduction of 
Poe Dameron, the best pilot in the Resistance. In the film, we see 
Poe's signature black X-Wing down a dozen-plus TIE fighters with 
ease — a sequence tailor-made for LucasArts’ beloved X-Wing series. 

If Poe continues to be a key player in this new film trilogy, Electronic 
Arts should resurrect the X-Wing series to put Poe's Black Squadron 
in the spotlight for a game. The campaign could either flesh out 
Poe's backstory to show us how he climbed the Resistance ranks, or 
bounce between the different pilots in Black Squadron to show what 
they are all capable of. 

The multiplayer component is self-explanatory — pit Poe's crew 
against the best pilots in the First Order. Much like Overwatch, the 
elite pilots on both sides would have unique abilities and skills to. 
change up the combat dynamic. 


WHY IT WON'T HAPPEN: Star Wars Battlefront Il appears to be Electronic 
Arts’ “catch all" game, offering space battles along with ground combat 
and heavy vehicle play. Aerial dogfighting games haven't been smash 
hits lately, and we doubt Electronic Arts will take a shot on one today, 
even with the Star Wars name attached. — Andrew Reiner 
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Capcom vs. SNK 3 


WHY IT SHOULD HAPPEN: Capcom vs. SNK 2 is one of the best fight- 
ing games ever made. A celebration of the fighting genre, it allows 
players to choose one of six “Grooves” for their three-character 
team, each of which effectively tums the game into another fighter. 
For instance, the C-Groove mapped closely to the Street Fighter 
Alpha series, while the K-Groove included Samurai Shodown's 
Rage meter. It was a crossover of both characters and mechanics, 
and it played beautifully. 

With the resurgence of the genre, we have more fighting game 
systems than ever to crib styles from. Imagine a fight between 
Street Fighter IV's Focus Attacks and Dash Cancels and The King 
of Fighters XIll's Drive Cancels, or Marvel vs. Capcom 3's X-Factor 
ability against The King of Fighters XIV's Max Mode. At a time when 
many fighting games are making a return, Capcom vs. SNK 3 would 
be a welcome addition to the pack. 


WHY IT WON'T HAPPEN: Capcom's most recent fighting-on-fighting 
crossover, Street Fighter X Tekken, was a flop. I'm not holding out 
much hope for another project with a competing fighting game 
developer. Plus, aside from Capcom's crossover with Marvel, the 
companies seem content to lend guest characters to other fighting 
games. — Suriel Vazquez 












































Valkyrie Profile 3 


WHY IT SHOULD HAPPEN: Valkyrie Profile mixes Norse mythology 
and RPG systems in a bittersweet tale of love, loss, and loyalty. 
We've already had entries dedicated to the Valkyries Lenneth and 
Silmeria, but Square Enix and developer Tri-Ace need to finish the 
trilogy with a game starring Hrist. 

Hrist is the most warlike of the trio, so a new entry would be the 
perfect opportunity to develop a combat system that showcases her 
battlefield prowess. Strategy and timing should still play an impor- 
tant role, but | also want an array of cool special abilities that | can 
unleash in coordination with my other party members. 

The third installment should retain the series’ hallmark complex- 
ity, as well as themes tied to death and sacrifice. Beyond that, it 
shouldn't be bound to outdated RPG traditions. Flying across an 
‘open world, taking human form to help villagers, and slaying mytho- 
logical beasts — think of it like The Witcher 3, except you're a ruth- 
less goddess instead of Geralt. 


WHY IT WONT HAPPEN: Valkyrie Profile was good, but it did not 
achieve mainstream popularity. The last real installment released on 
PS2 in 2006 (not counting a 2009 spin-off), and Tri-Ace’s track record 
since then has only been on the decline. — Joe Juba 








Bully 2 


WHY IT SHOULD HAPPEN: Rockstar courted — and received - a wave 
of controversy in the months leading up to Bully’s 2006 release, 

with activists and media gadflies slamming a game that seemed to 
encourage children to indulge their worst impulses. When it launched, 
players learned that fears of it being a reform-school Manhunt were 
completely overstated. Bully's Jimmy Hopkins certainly leaned toward 
the scamp side of the spectrum, but he was rarely the instigator. In 
fact, he remains one of the most likeable and sympathetic characters 
Rockstar has crafted. 

The predictable route for a Bully sequel would be to follow Jimmy in 
his next year at Bullworth Academy, but that would be far too limiting 
and safe for Rockstar. | loved exploring every nook and cranny of the 
school and its surrounding towns, but do we need to do it again? This is 
a case where the passage of time makes a sequel even more exciting. 

It’s been more than a decade since we last saw Jimmy, and he'd be 
about 26 now. Rockstar’s Dan Houser once said in an interview that 
Jimmy wasn't a bad kid, and that he wouldn't end up being a car- 
jacker. Instead, Houser saw him as growing into “a messed-up white- 
collar doofus.” Bingo. Let's take on the workplace, navigating the 
office cliques and drama that, to be honest, aren't that far removed 
from high school. Office pranks, anyone? 


WHY IT WONT HAPPEN: Rockstar has a soft spot for Bully, releasing 
an enhanced version of the PS2 original on Xbox 360, Wii, and PC 
in 2008, and an iOS and Android port on the game's 10-year anni- 
versary. The game remains a cult favorite, but why would Rockstar 
take a chance on that franchise when it can focus on automatic 
blockbusters like Red Dead and Grand Theft Auto? — Jeff Cork @ 
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Building The Battle Ro 


From his early days modding Arma to his current role as the steward of Steam’s hottest game, 
PlayerUnknown’s Battlegrounds, Brendan Greene has spent his career fine-tuning the elements 
of chaos that go into creating the most intense last-man-standing experiences. We chatted with 
him about his past and the future of PUBG. 


Tell me about your background literally every title that has ever come home over the night, so that was my 
with games. out. | was a designer, photographer, _kind of hobby. Then | was in Brazil. 

I don’t consider myself a real gamer, and Du for most of my life. That’s Got married there, divorced, and 
not like some of the people | meet at___a large part of why | didn’t play then saved to come home and cre- 
conventions or some of the people games, because | would be out on ated the Battle Royale mod for the 


| meet in the industry who've played weekends Duing or just mixing at Arma series. 


How did you go from barely playing 
games to making a mod? 

| got back into gaming with the DayZ 
mod. | just loved the idea that there 
was no story. There was just a set of 
rules that you had to obey, which was 
survive, and everything else you could 
do whatever the hell you wanted to. | 
loved that. | just love the freedom that 
the game gave you. We had our own 
DayZ mod server (and because | was 
a web designer | sort of dabbled in 
development as well and could read 
allot of code) and after looking in the 
DayZ mod files and actually looking 
at how stuff was constructed and 
written, | was like, “Okay, this seems 
relatively simple,” which it wasn't as 

| found out later. At that stage | was 
like, “You know something? All these 
guys are creating mods. | want to 

see if | can create a mod.” | thought | 
had a good idea in Battle Royale, so | 
just stuck my head down for a month 
and learned a little bit of SQF and 
wrote some of the most horrible code 
people have seen. It’s funny, on our 
Github for the Arma 3 mod every now 
and again I'll see a change request 

or something going, “This is original 
Battle Royale mod code. Very messy. 
Very dirty.” So yeah, I'm not the great- 
est coder, but | got it to work. 


How did you get your handle? 
When I started playing the Arma 2 
DayZ mod, | was called Captain 
Darling from Blackadder. | just liked 
that name and | liked being called 
Darling by my friends, but | was going 
onto this other guy's server to help 
him with a base or something like this, 
and | don't know why but I needed 

to change my nickname. The default 
player name in Arma is “PLAYERONE,” 
all caps, so | just deleted the one 

and put in “UNKNOWN.” At the time 

| thought, “Oh this is funny,” and it's 
stuck with me since. 


You recently announced first- 
person mode and zombie mode for 
PlayerUnknown's Battlegrounds. 
Are you concerned that these dif- 
ferent modes are going to divide the 
community at all? 

No. I see people saying that it will split 
the community, but at our minimum 
player count we have like 150,000 
people online. | really don't see half of 
those going and playing first-person. 

| prefer first-person battle royale; it's 
what | started with in Arma 2. It was 
first-person only — there were no 
third-person servers. The only reason 

| moved to third-person in Arma 3 

was because if you get below 90 per- 
cent health in Arma 3 your character 
just has this [makes grunt noises] 


constantly, and | just wouldn't put 
someone through that for a whole 
round. Our zombie mode is for custom 
games only so it's quite limited in its 
reach. I'm not worried about split- 

ting the community. | think everyone 
should try first-person at least once. 

I think it's a more intense version, 

but it’s not for everyone and it’s not 
something you could probably play 

all night because it's inherently more 
intense. It may not be a game mode 
that everyone will play all the time, 

but | would like to think that it will see 
some popularity. 


Was this game made with watch- 
ability in mind? Because it's 
absolutely blown up on all the 
streaming services. 

We didn’t design it that way. The core 
game mode came from essentially 
Arma 3. It was kind of a refinement 

of everything I had done in Arma 3 
over the last, | guess, three or four 
years. | think inherently Battle Royale 
in general, the game mode, is very 
easy to watch. It's like, okay, you 
have to kill everyone else, and you 
have to not be Killed. It’s a very simple 
concept, which | think makes it very 
relatable for viewers, and as someone 
said it’s like a game of soccer. Like, 
70 percent of games can be a little 

bit boring, but it's those 30 percent 

of games that these amazing things 
happen that bring the fans back to. 
keep watching. 


What are going to be the major 
differences from now to the 

1.0 release? 

We want to get all the features we 
announced into the game, so we're 
working very heavily on vaulting. 

It's still going to take another month 
before it's ready. But we're really 
happy with the system. We want the 
3D replays, like the in-game demos 
that you find in CS:GO. We want a 
2D system in, you know all these, 
like the custom game mode fleshed 
out, fully featured. There's some 
‘stuff that we want to put in over the 
next few months that will make it an 
interesting thing for our partners, but 
really it's all the stuff that we kind of 
previously announced. 


With the delay of the release, is 
there any concern you're going to 
get thrown in that bucket with the 
rest of the Early Access games 
that never come out that have been 
around for four or five years? 

Ihave to say that cracked me up, | 
mean it really did. Because in inter- 
views | was saying six months, and 
even in interviews | said six-to-seven 


months would be the kind of 
timeframe we were giving ourselves. 
After talking about it internally we 
realized giving set days will lead to 
problems. If we say October, and we 
have to try to push it out the door in 
October, stuff may not get added or 
stuff may get left out. So we want to 
give ourselves a window. But | just 
found it so funny it was like, “Ohhh 
PlayerUnknown's Battlegrounds 
delayed,” and we're not really delayed 
because six-to-seven months after 
launch is still Q4 2017, and that's 
where we're still aiming to release. 
We've just given ourselves a window 
and not an absolute set deadiine. 
ETAs in development are just a dan- 
gerous thing to give out. 


Are there any more weather 
effects planned? 

We have rain and dusk, we'll have fog 
coming in, and we're maybe consid- 
ering a night round or some kind of 
nighttime, but you know through H1 
and through the Arma mods, night- 
time isn’t popular. People constantly 
say, “We want nighttime rounds" and 
then they never play it. So we may 

do a nighttime round, but | think it 

will have to be a little bit different 

to most other game's nighttimes to 
make it easier to play in. I'd still like 
the darkness but it'll be quite hard 

to play in and it gets a little bit tiring 
and stressful. 


Are we going to see anything like 
snow or sandstorms? 

For the desert map we've been look- 
ing into maybe doing a sandstorm 

or something. Nothing confirmed, 

but we're always looking. We're not 
making a game, we're creating this, 

as a service, so this is something 

we hope to improve upon and keep 
building upon over the next five, ten 
years. This game to us is not just a 
game that we're going to push out a 
full launch and stop working on. We 
want to go back to it in maybe a year’s 
time and look at doing like Erangel 2.0 
with everything we've learned over the 
past year and just redoing the whole 
island to make it that little bit better 
and more polished. 


You've got the battle royale game 
down now. Has there ever been 
another genre or game style you've 
wanted to explore? 

Yeah. I've wanted to make a survival 
game. | mean, | love DayZ and | love 
DayZ standalone, but | have my own 
idea for a survival game, and | just 
want to make a game | want to play. 
It's why I started with battle royale. I'm 
hoping my next is a game that other 
people will want to play as well. You 
know, because of the success for this 
one, no pressure for it to be a success 
or anything. © 





2013 

A fan of DayZ, Greene 
creates a Battle 
Royale game mod for 
Arma 2 


2014 

Greene follows up 
with the Battle Royale 
mode in Arma 3, 
receiving “best 

mod” accolades 


2014 

Sony Online 
Entertainment 
contacts Greene about 
licensing his game 
mode for use in their 
upcoming title H1Z1 
2015 

H1Z1 launches and 
the battle royale-style 
game mode, King 

of the Kill, quickly 
becomes the most 
popular mode in 

the game 


2016 

Chang-Han Kim 
contacts Greene about 
joining his team at 
Bluehole to create 

his vision of a battle 
royale game 


2016 

Greene joins Bluehole 
as creative director to 
oversee development 
of a standalone battle 
royale game 


2016 

Bluehole announces 
PlayerUnknown’s 
Battelgrounds, which 
quickly becomes 
one of the most 
anticipated titles of 
the year 

2017 
PlayerUnknown’s 
Battlegrounds 
launches on Steam 
Barly Access and 
becomes the fastest 
selling Early Access 
title to date 


2017 

Battlegrounds 
passes five million 
copies sold after just 
three months 
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Playing With Power 


A consumer tribute to the SNES 


by Ben Reeves 








SUPER NOTEND 








wuer svar 


Built-In Games 
+ Contra Il: The Alien Wars 


+ Donkey Kong Country 


SNES Classic ae 
+ Final Fantasy III 
Last year, Nintendo released the NES Classic, an adorable miniaturized version of its + P-ZERO 
original 8-bit system. Given the success of that device, Nintendo is shrinking another + Kirby Super Star 
of its classic systems, the 16-bit SNES. + Kitby's Dream Course 
The SNES Classic comes with 21 games built into the hardware, which is nine + The Legend of Zelda: 
fewer than the NES Classic. Thankfully, many of this system's titles are memorable ‘ALink to the Past 
hits, including Final Fantasy ill, The Legend of Zelda: A Link to the Past, and Super + Mega Man X 
Metroid (see sidebar for the complete list). One of the most surprising additions is the previously eau ob Mane 
unreleased Star Fox 2, a game that was completely finished, but canceled prior to release (for aan 
more, read our Classic on Star Fox 2 on page 94). eee, 

Nintendo appears to be responding to a number of widespread criticisms about the NES Classic. : : 
One notable problem with last year’s model was how closely it tethered players to their TVs. The ae 
NES Classic’s controller cords were only three feet long, but the SNES Classic’s cords stretch eee 
to a more reasonable five feet. This might not give every player the distance they desire, but ae z 
it's an improvement. We're also happy to see that Nintendo is including two controllers into this + Super Ghouls ‘n Ghosts 
bundle instead of one, which will come in handy while playing titles like Super Mario Kart and + Super Mario Kart 
Street Fighter Il i eober meno NEG 

Most of the games in this package can be purchased elsewhere, but nostalgia is a powerful poten a aeroa aa 
beast, and Nintendo has done a great job creating one adorable bundle. Hopefully, Nintendo also gu per ua Wand 
fixes one of the NES Classic's other nagging problems: a paltry retail supply. + Super Metroid 

+ Super Punch-Out!! 
$79.99 | nintendo.com/super-nes-classic + Yoshi's Island 


Super Nintendo Controller 

Patent Shirt 

Jn 1992, Yoshihiro Inoue and Kenichiro Ashida 
filed a patent for the design of Nintendo's iconic 
SNES controller. Now you can wear that work of 
art on your chest. All of Patent Earth's shirts are 
printed on demand, come pre-shrunk, and are 
made with ring-spun lightweight cotton. 


$24.95 | patentearth.com 


ane 


Legend of Zelda Antique 

Style Hyrule Map 

Get your bearings before your next journey 
through Hyrule with this hand-drawn giclee art 
print based on the overworld from the The Legend 
of Zelda: A Link to the Past. Each print measures 
13 by 19 inches, is printed on fine matte paper, 
and comes signed by the artist. 


$30.00 | awkwardaffections.com 


Custom SNES-Themed 

Nintendo Switch Joy-Con 

Controllers 
Video game controller technology has evolved 
alot since 1991, but we're still fond of the SNES's 
original aesthetic. Custom designers XLTeam take 
normal Switch Joy-Cons and give them a stun- 
ning retro design. XLTeam uses authentic Nin- 
tendo parts and all its controllers are completely 
hand-customized. 


$180 | etsy.com/people/xiteam 


Media Shelf 








GUARDIANS OF THE 
GALAXY VOL. 2 


Before James Gunn's 
film, Guardians of the 
Galaxy was an obscure 
Marvel series that even 
diehard comic fans 
rarely talked about. 
Now Disney has a space 
opera that could rival 
its other big space 
opera. This sequel is 

a retro space trip 

with a lot of heart and 
modem spectacle. 


$19.99 
marvel.com/movies 


SNES OMNIBUS: 
A COMPLETE 
GUIDE TO THE 
SUPER NINTENDO 
VOLUME 1 (A-M) 
BY BRETT WEISS 


Video game historian 
and author of the Classic 
Home Video Games 
encyclopedia series 
Brett Weiss explores 
Nintendo's 16-bit console 
in this new Omnibus. 
Featuring art on more 
than 350 SNES titles, as 
well as well as gaming 
memoirs from game 
designers and industry 
insiders, this large, full- 
cover hardcover is set to 
release early next year. 


STBA 
brettweisswords.com 


STAR WARS SUPER 
GRAPHIC: A VISUAL 
GUIDE TO A GALAXY 
FAR, FAR AWAY 

BY TIM LEONG 


Graphic designer Tim 
Leong rounds up a series 
of fascinating Star Wars 
facts and presents them 
ina series of cheeky 
infographics. From Venn 
diagrams on Yoda's 
idiosyncrasies to line 
graphs of Grand Moff 
‘Tarkin's management 
decisions, this geeky 
coffee-table book is full 
of fun facts for every 
would-be Jedi. 


$19.95 
chroniclebooks.com/ 
star-wars-super- 
graphic.htmt 
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GAME RELEASES 


Tuesday 05 
» Knack Il (PS4) 


Wednesday 06 
> Destiny 2 (PS4, Xbox One) @ 


Tuesday 12 
» Pro Evolution Soccer 2018 
(P84, Xbox One, PS3, 360, PC) 


Friday 15 
> Divinity: Original Sin 2 (PC) 
» Dishonored: Death 

of the Outsider 

(P84, Xbox One, PC) 





» Metroid: Samus Returns (3DS) 
> NHL 18 (PS4, Xbox One) 


Tuesday 19 
> Marvel vs. Capcom: 
Infinite (PS4, Xbox One, PC) 
> NBA 2K18 
(PS4, Xbox One, Switch, PC) 


Friday 22 
» Pokémon Gold/Silver (3DS) 
» Pokkén Tournament 
Deluxe (Switch) 
» Project Cars 2 
(PS4, Xbox One, PC) 








GAMER CULTURE 


Friday 01 
PAX West 2017 

PAX West kicks off today, and is 
expected to draw over 70,000 
people across its four days. 
PAX's primary focus is video 
games, but it's become a great 
show for board games and 
cosplay. New game demos will 
be playable, and you can hear 
from gaming's creators in doz- 
ens of panels. 


Sunday 10 
DICE Europe 

Held in Cascais, Portugal's 
Miragem Hotel, DICE Europe 
is a gathering of interactive 
entertainment minds. The 
focus is to share their game- 


Tuesday 26 

» Blue Reflection (PS4, PC) 

» Danganronpa V3: Killing 
Harmony (PS4, Vita) 


Friday 29 

>» Cuphead (Xbox One, PC) @ 

> FIFA 18 (PS4, Xbox One, 
Switch, PS3, 360, PC) 

» Gundamn Versus (PS4) 

» SNES Classic Edition 

» Total War: 
Warhammer 2 (PC) 





making stories and insight 
in where the industry may 
be going next. This year’s 
speakers include Guerrilla 
Games’ Hermen Hulst, and 
Remote Control Productions’ 
Hendrik Lesser. 


Wednesday 13 

Marvel Legacy & 
Generations 

‘Two big events kick off in the 
Marvel universe this month, 
beginning with Legacy #1, 

a 50-page book that shows 
us the first Avengers team 
‘that was active in the year 
1,000,000 BC. The book then 
moves through time to present 
day. As readers are reminded 


of the past, the heroes of today 
unite with those of yesteryear 
in Generations, a series of 
books that unite similar char- 
acters such as Captain Marvel 
and Captain Mar-Vell. 


Wednesday 27 
Batman Overload 

As Scott Snyder's Dark 
Nights: Metal story moves 
along, comic shoppers will 

be inundated with Batman 
books. Today welcomes the 
first issues for Batman: The 
Red Death, Batman: The 
Murder Machine, Batman: 

The Dawnbreaker, Batman: The 
Drowned, and Batman: The 
Merciless. ® 





MOVIE & 
TV PREMIERES 


Friday 01 
» Renegades (Theaters) 





Thursday 07 
» The NFL Regular Season 
Kick-off (NBC) 


Friday 08 
>It (Theaters) 


Sunday 10 
» The Deuce (HBO) 
» The Orville (Fox) @ 


Friday 15 
» American Assassin (Theaters) 


Sunday 17 
» 69th Primetime 
Emmy Awards (CBS) 


Friday 22 

» Kingsman: The Golden 
Circle (Theaters) 

» The Lego Ninjago 
Movie (Theaters) 


Sunday 24 
» Star Trek: Discovery (CBS) 


Monday 25 
» The Big Bang Theory (CBS) 


Tuesday 26 
» Brooklyn Nine-Nine (Fox) 


Thursday 28 
» The Good Place (NBC) 
» Gotham (Fox) 


Friday 29 
» American Made (Theaters) 


» Flatliners (Theaters) 
» Marvel's Inhumans (ABC) 


Every day there's a lot of crap to worry about. 
When you gotta be you, consider us your enablers. 


COOL STUFF AND COLLECTIBLES FOR GAMING, SCI-FI & MORE. | [+] | N KisSsD 


Shop online or find a location near you at thinkgeek.com/locations 
JOIN IN. GEEK OUT’ 
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franchise roots, 
Call of Duty: WWII 
aims for history, 


horror, and 
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When Activision announced Call of 
Duty was returning to World War II, 


skeptics who had grown tired 

of the sci-fi setting rejoiced. 
Returning Call of Duty to this 
long-dormant setting allowed 
developer Sledgehammer Games the 
creative freedom to present its 
own take on the conflict and re- 
examine many of the series’ under- 
pinnings to evolve the franchise, 
primarily by building off the 
grounded combat vocal fans have 
been clamoring for after develop- 
ing fatigue with futuristic set-— 
tings over the past three games. 


a dad 






















Sledgehammer Games is 
approaching this mission with 
a three-pronged attack. The 
first is a historically accurate 
single-player campaign that 
explores the brutal reality and 
almost unbelievable heroism of 
soldiers during one of the great- 
est conflicts in human history. 
This material has been well mined 
by major motion pictures and TV 
series like Saving Private Ryan, 























Band of Brothers, Inglourious 
Basterds, The Big Red One, The 
Great Escape, and countless 
others. The big difference here 
is you are dropped right in the 
middle of these catastrophic 
battles and legendary acts. 

In addition to the timeless 
tale of a small band of sol- 
diers forming bonds and coming 
together to fight against 
impossible odds, there’s also 


a co-op Nazi zombie experi- 
ence that explores some chill- 
ing “what if” scenarios with 
a twisted horror-movie bent. 
The team at Sledgehammer is 
no stranger to sci-fi horror, 
with talent stretching back to 
Visceral Games and the original 
Dead Space. 

And finally, players experi- 
ence core multiplayer combat 
without the jetpacks, boosts, 


= “ir 


and lasers of the last few years. 
Headquarters introduces a 
brand-new social space designed 
to get players interacting and 
enjoying each other’s company 
even when they’re not crushing 
each other in the new objective- 
oriented War mode. 

Sledgehammer Games hopes 
players can find something 
worthwhile in all three of 
these fronts. 


cover story 39 








A CLASSIC CAMPAIGN 
Call of Duty: WWII takes players to a familiar 
location for its campaign tour: the European 
theater from 1944 to 1945. Aiming to be as 
historically accurate as possible, the lens of 
war focuses on a personal story in a small 
squad. Players assume the role of Private 
Ronald “Red” Daniels, a 19-year-old Texan 
fresh out of boot camp with glory in his 
eyes and a sweetheart waiting for him back 
home. Forging bonds with a small group of 
soldiers as you survive together or die alone 
in each encounter feels like a slice of pure 
Americana, with gameplay mechanics rein- 
forcing the focus on squad combat. 

You need to rely on your squadmates to 
provide health packs and ammunition, and 
you are tested throughout the campaign with 
opportunities for what the team calls heroic 
actions - dragging a wounded soldier out of 
the line of fire, saving a pinned-down ally, or 
even exercising restraint when dealing with 
the captured enemy. From what we've seen 
so far, the game doesn’t shy away from the 
graphic and the gory. While heroism, com- 
passion, and brotherhood are on display, so 
are brutality and atrocity. 

“When we talk about the geographic jour- 
ney of it, you can really think about it being 
split into two main phases,” says narrative 
lead Scott Whitney. “Phase one is kind of 
Normandy to Paris, this section of the war 
where we begin to know our characters, 
learning the positive and negative aspects 
of them, seeing where conflict may arise later 
on. But it’s also a section of the war where 
in some respects, we're ahead of schedule. 
The wind is in our sails. The constant refrain 
of ‘We'll be home by Christmas.” 

While plenty of hardships and challenges 
arise in that first chunk of story, things take 
a definitive shift in phase two as the team 
needs to battle for every inch as they get 
closer to Germany. The tone gets more 
somber as the weight and gravity of the war 
begins to hit home along with more personal 
losses and sacrifices. 

In addition to your own squad, Sledge- 
hammer wants to showcase a greater scope 
of the war by giving the player additional per- 
spectives from the British Special Operations 
Executive (a resistance-focused organization 
formed to undermine the Axis powers) and 
French Resistance fighters. While you have 
young soldiers with visions of heroism and 
glory in their eyes like Daniels, you have 
others like Rousseau, leader of the French 


ABBABATLABUBAREER 


“It was important for us to balance \ 
the authenticity of the game and era, and the || 


dark notes that come with the genocide that || 
the Nazis brought to bear.” || 


Resistance, for whom the war is extremely 
personal and vengeful. 

Although Sledgehammer is giving us a 
window into some of the greatest battles 
from the European theater, the development 
team is keen on keeping this as realistic as 
possible, providing an unflinching look at the 
grim realities of a land war - something hard 
to even think about less than a century later. 

“We were trying to avoid the Hollywood 
trick of having our Germans speak in heavily 
accented English; we wanted to be a little 
more truthful like that,” Whitney says. “So 
if you're playing as or with a character that 
can understand languages like Crowley or 
Rousseau you can see subtitles.” 

Nazi iconography like the swastika is prom- 
inent in the campaign, as Sledgehammer 
wants to make the experience as realistic 


and true to history as possible. Swastikas, 
however, do not appear in multiplayer or 
zombie modes. 

“The inclusion of Nazi iconography was 
something we wrestled with throughout,” 
says studio head Michael Condrey. “It was 
important for us to balance the authentic 
ity of the game and era, and the dark notes 
that come with the genocide that the Nazis 
brought to bear. We need to balance and 
respect that but also recognize this is a piece 
of entertainment and not dishonor the loss of 
life that happened there. So in the campaign 
where it's about this rich narrative and this 
authentic depiction and the darkness that 
happened there, we included the swastika, 
but in multiplayer, zombies, and social space 
it didn't feel appropriate; it didn't feel like it 
added honor to the cause." 













































THE 1V1 PIT ALLOWS PLAYERS TO 
‘SQUARE OFF INSIDE HO SPACE 























MEET THE SQUAD 
Private Ronald “Red” Daniels 


The main character and 
protagonist, Daniels wants 
to live up to his father's 
legacy from World War I. A 
farm boy out of Texas who 
has never left his small 
town, Daniels begins his 
journey a bit naive and 
sheltered. He sets off seek- 
ing glory and honor, but 
the conflict may shape his 
motivations and send him on 
another path completely. 


Private Robert Zussman 
Descended from an Eastern- 
European Jewish family and 
raised on the southside of 
Chicago, the street smart 
Zussman forms a friend- 
ship and bond with Daniels 
almost immediately despite 
being polar opposites in 
terms of background and 
world views. 


Sergeant William Pierson 
Pierson functions as 

an antagonistic figure 
within the squad, an "end 
justifies the means, mission 
over the man, no cost is too 
high" type who causes seri- 
ous friction in the unit as 
the campaign plays out. He's 
self-disciplined, merci- 
less, and experienced. 


Lieutenant Foseph Turner 
The platoon leader, Turner 
acts as a foil to Pierson. 

A “man over the mission” 
type, he is compassionate 
and empathetic. 


orporal Frank eAiello 
It's not a WWII’ squad with- 
out a wisecracking Italian. 
This crude, charming drop- 
out is always ready with 
aginger. 


Private Drew Stiles 

Stiles is a college kid who 
postponed his career in 
photojournalism to head 
to war, though he may snap 
some photos on your way 
across Europe 
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ENEMIES LIKE THIS PEST 
DONT EVEN NEED ARMS: 


HORROR IN THE HINTERLAND 
With many of Sledgehammer’s develop- 
ets cutting their chops working on Dead 
Space, this is the closest Call of Duty's zom- 
bies mode has ever come to being a pure 
horror experience. 

“One of the challenges in making a horror 
game, because we don't control the pacing 
like a movie does where you can control all 
the shots, we had to find another way to 
elicit those emotions,” says lead zombies 
concept artist Lawrence Mai. “We were look- 
ing at slaughterhouses. It’s a very controlled 
environment where cows get slaughtered, so 
they control the lighting, the sight. You can't 
let the cow see what's happening or it will 
freak out. It had that emotional pull that we 
were looking for. That feeling you get from 
ahorror movie. As you descend further and 
further down into the level, things get more 
messed up...and wetter.” 

The setup is more grounded and far more 
dire than the recent zombie offerings that 
channeled macabre film-noir or campy '80s 





THIS IS THE MOST PURE 
HORROR ZOMBIES MODE YET 


film vibes. This grisly tale contains a slew of 
dark secrets lying beneath the packed snow 
in the quaint Bavarian village of Mittelburg. 
Your carefully assembled team of experts 
from the Monuments, Fire Arts, and Archives 
section (MFAA) enters the sleepy town 
searching for priceless pieces of stolen art 
and artifacts. David Tennant, Ving Rhames, 
Elodie Yung, and Katheryn Winnick form the 
colorful cast of protagonists, and Udo Kier 
voices doctor Peter Glucksbringer Straub, 
the diabiolical experimenter in charge of 
the zombie project. While the core aspects 
are still there — puzzles, gates, and gun pur- 
chases on the wall - they are more rooted in 
realism than other recent entries. 

“This is toward the end of the war. The 
Nazis were in a dire situation, so they needed 
something,” says creative director Cameron 
Dayton. “The hope and assumption is that 
the zombies were going to be able to be 
controlled, but that hasn’t been the case. 
In fact, by the time you get into this game 
it's the fourth time the zombies have pushed 


out and gotten out of their restraints. There's 
something going on here that the Nazis don't 
understand and can’t even control. 

Instead of pushing players through a 

correct for the easiest/best” set of rote 
activities, acquisitions, and movements, 
Sledgehammer chose to adopt a new, more 
dynamic approach. The route to victory has 
more variables and malleability, as you will 
have to move and flow with various objec- 
tives — you can't just mow down waves 
mindlessly and move on. For instance, in 
one situation players must kill zombies within 
a constantly moving radius to generate an 
electrical charge to unlock a new area. 

These zombies are not supernatural, 
fueled by magical powers, or propelled for- 
ward by a disease or virus. Straub’s science 
behind reanimation is focused on the ner- 
vous system. Targeting neural pathways, he 
unlocked a way to bring these corpses to 
life. This isn’t a biological plague or some 
kind of virus, it’s an energy source that tar- 
gets the nervous system. The zombies still 
require some assembly, however, which is 
why you see bolts, metal, struts, and other 
pieces slapped onto them. In some cases, 
these attached devices may not be just to 
prop up an arm or a neck, but to induce pain 
to the nervous system. These zombies can 
be empowered through torture, which makes 
things like neckwear and back bolts more 
than just grisly adornments, but functional 
instruments of nerve-probing terror. 

“We're going back to energy stuff, what 
Germany knew at the time - German phys- 
ics," Dayton says. “We're sort of taking a 
pragmatic science-fiction path to it. We don't 
wear it on our sleeve, but for those that want 
to get into the lore it will be consistent and 
make a lot of sense.” 





Terrifyingly enough, there’s an actual basis 
in reality for the pseudo-science and occult 
underpinnings of this dark Nazi tale. 

“There was a branch of the SS develop- 
ing the occult, exploring,” Dayton says. 
“Looking for the spear in Christ's side, the 
Ark of the Covenant, the lost land of Thule 
and all these other things to back up their 
ideas. The interesting thing was for the 
first time in human history, there was an 
attempt to pair science with that, because 
the Germans at this time were a very analyti- 
cal, scientifically driven people and so they 
were making these assumptions like, ‘Hey, 
if there are these legendary items, there is 
some power behind them, some science 
we don’t fully understand. Of course it's all 
twisted and dark and headed in scary direc- 
tions, but it’s the perfect setup for this sort 
of thing. The Indiana Jones franchise is built 
on the backbone of twisted Nazi research, 
and Hellboy.” 

Not alll these zombies have eyes or even 
a full set of functional limbs - no problem. 
They have a trained, primal response to 
sense anything living nearby, which they 
then target for immediate death. Some of 
the lower tier-zombies, like the pests, don’t 
even have arms. Assembled piecemeal from 
“spare parts,” pests enter the ranks and sow 
chaos, chomping, biting, and sucking down 
bullets to let other zombies do work. Other 
zombies like the bomber may be stitched 
up from leftover parts, a gruesome assem- 
blage of pieces designed to simply deliver 
an explosive payload to anyone it can reach. 
Outside the rank and file zombies, there are 
others that can absolutely terrify even the 
hardiest team of zombie slayers, assem- 
bled from massive weapons, flame, and 
multiple bodies. 
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We went hands on with the new zombie 
mode, and one of the immediate takeaways 
was not only does the mode feature core 
loadouts you can customize and develop 
as you play through, but also permanent 
unlocks that function sort of like traditional 
perks through gameplay — something a bit 
more tangible than consumable gumballs. 
This is more of an “RPG-lite” experience 
than previous iterations of the mode, with 
four core classes to jump right in with: 
offense, control, support, and medic. You 
can customize these template loadouts 
via permanent progression elements you 
unlock from playthrough to playthrough. 
Casual players who are often frustrated 
from ramming their head over and over into 
the zombie challenge should find this to be 
a serious blessing and a potential boon to 
accessibility over previous zombie modes, 
but the hardcore fans shouldn't despair. 
Surviving to round 13 and only delving along 
the critical path, we only made it around 


25-percent through the zombie experience 
in our play session. 

The opening plays out as expected, a 
quaint little picturesque hamlet that would 
look perfect lit up for the holidays with 
carts mulling around and the smell of fresh 
pretzels and schnitzel wafting out of gin- 
gerbread-house windows. The brief open- 
ing moments of respite are immediately 
cut short as you are funneled underground 
into an abandoned salt mine. There’s all the 
traditional boarding up of windows and col- 
lection of currency to unlock areas, but the 
divergent paths seem to offer more options 
than previous zombie iterations. 

One of my selected special abilities allows 
me to fill up a meter and then unleash hell 
with unlimited ammunition for a limited 
period, something | quickly learned to time 
along with difficult waves or encounters. 
Ultimate abilities like this one are triggered 
by hitting R1 and Li at the same time, and 
weave nicely into the hectic gameplay. 


Unlike some other zombie experiences, this 
package includes both wave-based fare and 
location/event-based encounters with foes. 

After blasting through a few rooms, pick- 
ing up new guns, buying armor from con- 
veniently placed vending objects, and 
encountering a massive statue of Frederick 
Barbarossa (Holy Roman Emperor and the 
subject of more than one legend), we must 
charge up additional power to unlock Tesla 
weaponry by slaughtering batches of zom- 
bies in specific, moving areas. This portion 
of the adventure takes us through a labo- 
ratory and a morgue, with plenty of horror 
accoutrements splayed on the walls and 
machinery. Kills outside the zone keep the 
game and waves going, but we're advised 
that we definitely want to obtain the Tesla 
weapons to take on challenges to come. 

This dire prediction proves true, as we're 
just on the cusp of unlocking the new tech 
when we're steamrolled by a combination of 
backlogged standard zombies and one of 
the uber-zombies, who charges around from 
room to room, stomping, careening around 
objects, and basting us in deadly fire. While 
it's slightly easier to pick up your friends in 
this version of zombies if you have a sup- 
port/medic style character on your team, it's 
not enough with this crazy creation plowing 
through our ranks. Our mission ends at the 
hands of attrition and one giant abomnina- 
tion. The run was entertaining despite being 
stymied right before we could try out the 
Tesla guns, and there are more locations 
and mysteries I'm eager to explore on my 
next run through. 

Those looking for Easter eggs and secrets 
that are a core aspect of the CoD zombies 
experience, prepare for one of the most 
intense and challenging mysteries yet. 
While | can’t tell you much about these 
secrets (Sledgehammer threatened to zom- 
bify us), | can tell you that searching for clues 
left behind by a toymaker will set you in the 
right direction. 
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J, GROTESQUE ENVIRONMENTS AWAIT THOSE 


BRAVE ENOUGH TO TREAD UNDERGROUND 
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ACROSS THE THEATER OF WAR 


The Call of Duty: WWII campaign takes you across Europe. Here are some of the epic battles, 
encounters, and situations you’ll find yourself in on your push into Axis territory. 





Normandy Marigny Daniels is wowed alongside SOE and the early days of the 
Meili essential retest snoetne by the skills of French Resistance invasion. The battle 
WHIT battle on Omaha incredible struggle SOE agents Edgar to liberate earned the nickname 
iyeninGagwce fenctencasyia Crowley and Vivian. the capital. “The Death Factory” 
ing act of the game. French town of The second part as we struggle to 
While those well- Marigny, culmi- of the mission Aachen survive against 
Concern cena ot gees introduces us to The first time play- enemy forces, harsh 
will findthemselves churchbattle that  Rousseau,aFrench | ersstepontoGerman environments in 
Bnundaved with Beiuemniciercss resistance leader soilisinthetown freezing mud, and 
SQEnpEEGi oie Nesuboerohets who has plans for of Aachen. “This even death from 
vibes, thestoryis | down.Thismission the credentials was not maybe as above as the Germans 
apersonalone that  alsobeginstohigh- foundonthetrain.  heraldedasacon- blow off the tops 


flict, but of any of of trees creat- 


includes protago- light the tensions 
nist Ronald “Red” within the squad,as The Wolf: ’s Den the urban combat ing a formidable 
Daniels and his the hardheaded Sgt. | Rousseau and that the Allies saw killzone below. 
friend Pvt. Robert William Pierson Crowley infiltrate during the war, 
Zussman having a begins calling out | German HQ using this was probably Hill 493 
brutal, intimate Zussman, claim- the aforementioned the most intense,” Amission to take 
melee withanenemy ing he's ineffec— documents and Nazi. Whitney says. The out an artillery 
soldier. Zussman tive and came back disguises. Instead city hasbeen turned encampment, the 
sustains serious too early from his of being a simple into rubble by tension within the 
injuries that keep wounded status. cloak-and-dagger Alliedassaults.The nit is about to 
him sidelined until stealth experience, conflict between come to blows. This 
the next mission. Train playing as Rousseau TurnerandPierson scene is reminis- 
Up until now, play- you are forced intensifies here cent of Hamburger 
Operation (obra ers have seen only to interact with as Germaniciva l= Hill, with soldiers 
This section follows the American per~ Germans andkeep up _4€N8 come into scrambling up the 
the Allied pushinto spective in the your ruse in addi- play: Are we going muddy incline. 
France inthe weeks campaign. Next, tionto maintaining +o escort them to While the mission 
following Normandy. players participate alowprofile.This  S@fety?Anincident nay end in success, 
“We're really trying inan assault ona covert operation here involving the trouble within 
to sell that clas— a German armored isa different play civilians could the unit is begin- 
siciconie ‘through train carrying experience than turn the recent ning to have seri~ 
the hedgerows, V2 rockets headed the restofthe game Victory in Paris ous consequences. 
through the cross- toward Paris. and features unique hollow quickly. 
roadstowns kindof Teaming up with tools and tech- Beyond... 
experience,” says elite operatives niques to make it Hurtgen Forest Sledgehammer isn’t 
narrative direc- from the British through an engag- Pushing to the talking about the 
tor Scott Whitney. Special Operations ing, deadly gameof | Rhine and clear missions beyond 
“Stilladifficult, Executive (SOE), cat and mouse. ingthe path foran Hil. 493, but if 
hard-fought battle the goal involves After the mis- allied convoy, the you're charting 
but you know, also stopping thetrain sion is complete, march to Berlin is the course through 
a situation where and then recover- the next partofthe  infullforce.This Europe there’s at 
we're doing it for ingsomeessential  operationinvolves intense battlecom- least one major 
about six to seven credentials from taking Paris with pletes the tonal conflict that makes 
weeks, we've got our _ the wreckage. As afull-on garrison shift fromthe opti- _ sense for our squad 
sea legs.” the fresh recruit, assault, Americans © mismshownduring to be headed to next. 


tik a ee 
cover story 





SOCIAL SPACES, COSMETIC LOOT 
Not only does Call of Duty: WWII mark a 
return to weaponry and tech that keeps 
things grounded with no crazy slides, boost- 
ing, or jetpacking, but it’s also the first time 
the series is transforming the area between 
matches to a huge 48-person instanced 
social space known as Headquarters. In 
Headquarters, players can participate in a 
wide variety of activities that range from the 
fun to functional. Headquarters takes place 
in a “D+3” zone (three days after D-Day), 
showing off the launching grounds of major 
Allied operations. The space is filled with 
supplies, vehicles, and more. 

The HQ gives you many options for spend- 
ing time in between multiplayer rounds. You 
can crack open loot chests in full view of 
other players to increase your “social score” 
or take on other players in ‘The Pit’, a new 
iv1 space perfect for those taunts of “ivi 
me bro!” Proximity-based voice functional- 
ity makes it easy to casually chat with other 
players, and a firing range lets you test out 
your new weaponry. The range offers a wide 
variety of targets with varying difficulty, 
including targets designed to splatter, like 
watermelons. You can challenge other play- 
ers to a shooting-gallery contest, and see 
who ends up with the high score. 

You get rewarded for your participation 
through daily and weekly quests you can 
pick up in Headquarters that may task you 
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THE FUTURE OF DUTY 


With giant shared social spaces 





like Headquarters being imple- 
mented in Call of Duty, it begs the 

11 the FPS titan ever 
anual titles behind for a con- 
tinually updated game as service 
asked Activision CEO Eric 

g his thoughts on the future 
of the franchise. 

“I think in many ways it already is 
a game as service, in many ways one of 
the first,” he says. “You have the same 
community that comes around from 
year to year. It doesn't have that con- 
jons and 
over from 
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game to game, but it does have a very 
stable community. We've tried to find 
the right solution for each franchise 
individually, and Call of Duty has 
really benefitted from that annual 
innovation moment, that annual re- 
engagement moment. There’s advan- 
tages and disadvantages to both. 
Sometimes it’s harder to bring a new 
player in if they're, say, three years 
behind. I think there’s more we can do 
to unify the player no matter where 
they’re playing.” 


with mini-missions on location or that send 
you out into multiplayer matches. The more 
you participate in the social features, the 
more you stand to gain from supply drops 
that contain cosmetic loot. Open up some- 
thing really cool? Everyone sitting around 
you watching stands to score prizes as well. 

Other options include perusing leader- 
boards, checking your mail, wandering 
around inspecting other players, smashing 
your emote buttons, or catching the latest 
news, stream, or tournament inside the 
theater. If you run into a friend or two you 
can seamlessly head over to participate in 
zombies or multiplayer as a group. You can 
kick a few objects around, find a place to 





sit and watch Pit matches, or experiment 
to find the perfect weapon for you. In addi- 
tion to the static features, Sledgehammer 
is planning dynamic events, like an aerial 
scramble that drives players to anti-air guns 
to fend off the base from enemy aircraft. 
It’s also possible that Headquarters might 
change with the seasons for holidays and 
more. Sledgehammer is aiming to keep 
things interesting while maintaining credibil- 
ity - something that extends to the game’s 
cosmetic items. 

“On Advanced Warfare we had a lot of lati- 
tude - fictional guns, futuristic technology. 
We started with this rooted in believability,” 
Condrey says. “You get to legendary and it’s 





black ebony wood that’s been stained or 
maybe an ornamental weapon that a general 
could have behind his desk. The epics that 
are the rarest are customized with themati- 
cally appropriate elements. For example, the 
StG 44, the iconic German assault rifle, the 
epic version has an Iron Cross paintjob on it. 
We have a new loot item taken from WWII, 
they're called Sweetheart Grips. Soldiers 
would take and replace their pistol grips with 
a piece of Plexiglass, and behind that they 
would put pictures of their girlfriends.” 


DIVISIONS OF WAR 
Unlike its predecessors, Call of Duty: WWII 
offers no perks in competitive multiplayer in 
favor of a class-based system called divi- 
sions. The five distinct divisions of which you 
can play and master (playing and leveling up 
one won't stop you from playing others) are 
armored, airborne, infantry, mountain, and 
expeditionary. By playing in a division, you 
obtain division experience and that unlocks 
new skills and abilities to specialize and cus- 
tomize your character. It comes down to your 
division skill and your basic training skill, and 
with the two of these major playstyle buffs 


you can create a highly specific, highly spe- 
cialized character. Gun modifications are still 
prominent, and you can select from a wide 
variety of weapons, stocks, scopes, gre- 
nades, and other tweaks. 

Each division has abilities and special 
weapon unlocks. As a member of the infan- 
try division you gain the ability to melee with 
a bayonet. As a beginner, you have a melee 
bayonet stab. By the end of your progres- 
sion, you have a bayonet charge. At the 
jon’s progression, a unique 
weapon awaits — and you can bring that 
weapon outside the division after unlocking 
it, but you won't be able to take your division 
skills outside of it. “For instance, the suppres- 
sor is an airborne division skill, the unique 
weapon unlock is the Thompson,” Condrey 
says. “While you're running airborne division 
you have that suppressor, and if you want to 
take the Thompson outside of the division 
you can, but you won't have the suppressor.” 

These division-defining gear and cosmet- 
ics make your visual identity more interest- 
ing, especially when hanging out in HQ. 
You can immediately recognize a mountain 
division player by the signature ghillie suit, 








} PICK UP MISSIONS, CHECK OUT THE 
FIRING RANGE, AND HANG OUT IN HO. 


and know instantly that the player probably 
has a proclivity toward sniping. The Axis and 
Ally weapon pool is shared, so as you prog- 
ress you unlock weapons from both pools, 
and can use them regardless of which team 
you're actually placed on. 

While classic multiplayer modes are avail- 
able like team deathmatch, hardpoint, kill 
confirmed, and domination, War is the big 
new mode that players should keep an eye 
on. Playing Axis vs. Allies, players do battle 
in objective-driven combat across a mas- 
sive stage. For players who want to work 
together taking a building, cobbling a bridge 
together under heavy fire, babysitting a tank, 
and blowing up a vital target all in the same 
match, it's a cool take on the normal circle 
of spawning, killing, and respawning. War 
forces a frontline setting, so it’s difficult to 
get gunned down as you spawn. 

War's asymmetric mode allows players 
to experience the same fight from different 
perspectives. On offense, | made it to the 
final stage of a long-scale engagement, and 
then used what | learned to force an early 
game shut down on the opponents after we 
swapped sides. Each activity has a timer 
associated with it, whether you're trying to 
move a “payload-style” tank into enemy terri- 
tory or hold a location, so things are kept fast 
and frenetic. Players disenchanted with clas- 
sic modes may enjoy the variety and incen- 
tivized teamwork. Even if you don't, it's stil 
a nice change of pace from grabbing a pile 
of swirling dog tags for the thousandth time. 


BRINGING IT ALL TOGETHER 
With three distinct game styles on deck tar- 
geting world history, a zombie terror tale, 
and socially fueled multiplayer that takes us 
back to the ping of a Garand clip flying out 
instead of jetpack-propelled insanity, Call 
of Duty: WWII is an ambitious entry. Can it 
satisfy history and war buffs, zombie slay- 
ers in search of deep secrets, and the vora- 
cious multiplayer community? We'll find out 
in November. © 


Visit gameinformer.com/codwull for exclusive videos, features, 
interviews and more 
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We traveled to Japan to'ask Game Freak all of. our burning questions about Pokémon 
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Gazing up at the orange Carrot building in Setagaya, 
Tokyo, you would have no idea it was the home of 
Game Freak, the developer behind one of the world's 
most popular video game franchises. The Pokémon 
logo isn’t displayed anywhere in the lobby, and 
Pokémon Go's nearby PokéStops don’t offer any hint of 
the studio's existence. Across the street at a 7-Eleven, 
a banner waves over the door to promote the most 
recent Pokémon movie, but that's currently at every 
one of the convenience stores throughout Japan. 

Once you make your way to Game Freak’s floor, a red 
sign with the company’s logo makes an appearance in 
the hall, but you won't see your first Pokémon until 
you make it past a locked door. The waiting area is a 
dark room with a single chair, ominous floor lighting, 
a backlit Game Freak logo, and a brightly lit, slowly 
rotating globe. 

Junichi Masuda, Game Freak’s co-founder and 
Pokémon’s longtime programmer, producer, direc- 
tor, and (perhaps most famously) composer, lets us 
into the studio and tells us the globe in the lobby 
serves as a daily reminder of Pokémon’s global reach. 
We take off our shoes to walk through the studio, 
which Masuda says is done to make the environment 
feel as comfortable and as close to home as pos- 
sible, especially since Game Freak's first office was in 
someone's house. 
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The development floor is open 
with few sectioned-off offices, and 
Pokémon plushies are scattered 
everywhere. Masuda shows us the 
meeting rooms, each one specially 
designed by the staff. The Gaia room 
has a large fish tank and is covered 
with plants, which the staff takes care 
of themselves. Masuda says the staff 
tends to them as a way to remind ev- 
eryone about the long-term rewards of 
incremental work. “It’s just like making 
a video game,” he says. The nearby 
Saturn room is filled with mirrors that 
draw your attention to a large televi- 
sion. This room is used when they 
need to present something on screen. 
The most interesting room, however, 
is the Venus room, located just next, 
to the studio's common area. It feels, 


like the bedroom of a young girl, with 
pink walls and a chandelier hanging 
from the ceiling, which Masuda does 
not immediately dismiss as being the 
inspiration for Chandelure. We take 

a look at the heart of the develop- 
ment floor, a casual meeting area filled 
with toys and board games neatly 
arranged on shelves, before moving to 
the Jupiter room. This extensive area 
serves a museum of sorts for Game 
Freak, with copies of all of its games 

in glass cases, a collection of neatly 
arranged Pokémon plushies, a stack of 
every console you can imagine in the 
opposite corner, and miniature figures 
of every single Pokémon — they think. 
More than 800 different Pokémon exist 
in the games, so you can't blame them 
for being unsure. 


Before Game Freak even thought 
about merging "pocket" and 
"monster" into a single word, it 
was a print publication focused on 
covering Japan's arcade scene. 
Headed by Satoshi Tajiri, credited 
as the creator of Pokémon, Game 
Freak the mini-comic (as Masuda 
refers to it) would interview arcade 
owners and get tips for playing 
popular arcade games. During this 
time, Tajiri met Masuda, and the 
two became fast friends. 

“The Famicom system released in 
Japan, and video games in the home 
were starting to become a thing,” 
Masuda says. “We knew we couldn't 
create an arcade game, but if it was 
on the Famicom, we knew we might 
be able to do something ourselves.” 
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Sun and Moon director Shigeru 
hmori (left) and Junichi Masuda hold 
a faux meeting in the Venus room 





Taliri and friends got to work on a game 
called Quinty, which would later release 
Namco (called Namcot atthe time) O OWNS POKEMON? 
would eventually publish the game, but 
only after Game Freak became a formal 
company. Namcot representatives told 
Taliri they wanted to form contracts with 
companies, not individuals. “When we 
first started making the game we didn't 
really have any official development 
equipment, so we just sort of had to 
hack the Famicom and figure out how it 
worked so we could develop on it our- 
selves without the official development 
tools,” Masuda says. 

At this stage, Tajiri was already talking 
to Nintendo about making games, but 
it wasn't until Nintendo offered Yoshi, 
the 1991 puzzle game, to Game Freak 
that the relationship became official. 
Yoshi was successful, which lead to a 
mouse-based Super Famicom game 
called Mario & Wario that never released 
in America. 

Taji continues to be an important part 
of Game Freak, but he is less hands-on 
with game creation. Masuda handles 
the creative side of development today, 
producing and directing the majority of 
Pokémon's major releases. “[Tajir] really 
serves the role of executive producer 
on all of the games. Depending on the 
project he will look at the game and be 
more hands-on, but a lot of his time is 
spent researching various media forms,” 
Masuda says. “When it comes to run- 
ning the company and doing game 
development and press interviews, he 
just kind of leaves that up to me.” 
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After a few successful projects 
with Nintendo, Game Freak 
showed Nintendo the earliest 
ideas and versions of Pokémon, 
created on development units 
that Nintendo was essen- 
tially letting them borrow. “With 
Pokémon, we were just kind of 
making it ourselves at first. We 
did present the game concept to 
Nintendo and they said, ‘Oh okay, 
good luck. As long as you guys 
have money, keep working on it.” 
Masuda says with a laugh. 

Game Freak wasn’t sure exactly 
what the game was meant to 

be from the beginning — one of the 

reasons for its lengthy development 

cycle. Game Freak knew the focus 
was on catching monsters, and 

that there would be lots of different 

kinds of monsters, but everything 

else was a matter of trial and error 

and experimentation. 

The earliest concept was an emula- 
tion of catching bugs, and that hasn't 
changed much over the years. "Kids 


don’t really catch bugs much these 
days, but yeah, that concept of go- 
ing out into the wild and catching 
something, fish or crickets — that's still 
something that we want to pay care 
to,” Masuda says. 

Every game is different, but today, 
anew Pokémon game begins de- 
velopment with a central theme and 
design. “What kind of experience 
do we want players to have? What 
kind of new connectivity features do 
we want to input into the game, or 
new gameplay modes? We think 
about those things,” Masuda says 
regarding where development begins. 
Other elements like the story and loca- 
tion come later. “I think a lot of people 
think that it comes from inspiration of 
the places | have visited, but that's not 
necessarily the case,” Masuda adds. 
“A lot of it really comes back to how 
we want players to play the game and 
have the experience, and we look at 
what region in the world will match 
that best and what would express that 
the best.” 





The other important piece of a 
Pokémon game — next to the 
world, story, and mechanics — 
is the Pokémon themselves. 
Each generation of games adds 
new monsters to the collection, 
which now features over 800 
creatures. “The graphic design- 
ers are obviously going to be the 
ones finalizing the look, but it's 
not just the graphic designers 
who come up with ideas or 
draw the Pokémon,” Masuda 
says. Sometimes new Pokémon 
come about as a product of some- 
one wanting to see a specific animal 
represented, or the battle designers 
might want to see a specific attack 
that requires a new monster, or the 
story writers might need a new type of 
Pokémon for a specific story beat. 

“There aren't really hard and fast 
rules of things you can’t do, but one 
thing we always pay attention to is 
treating them like living creatures,” 
Masuda says, “When designing 
Pokémon, and not just from a graphic- 
design perspective, there must be a 
reason for why it looks the way it does, 
and you have to think about why it 
might live in the Pokémon world.” 

‘A Pokémon design getting axed late 
in development is rare. “Ideas don't 
get thrown away very much, it’s more 
just feedback, like wanting to change 
them a certain way,” Masuda says. 
“With 20 years of history, at this point 
everyone working here has a good 
idea of what a Pokémon is, and what 
it should be in a shared sense. It has 
become a lot easier to make designs 
that work these days.” 


Game Freak’s mouse game, Mario & Wario, 


never released in North America 








RUNNING DOWN THE POKEMON SERIES 





n 2016, Pokémon celebrated its 20-year anniversary. The series 
has held on strong during this time, maintaining its popularity and 
commercial sales, even in the face of waning fads. The games all 
share a familiar core—catch Pokémon, train Pokémon, get badges —but 





each subsequent entry brought something new to the franchise. Game 
Freak co-founder Junichi Masuda and Shigeru Ohmori, who has been 
with Game Freak since Pokémon Ruby and Sapphire and directed Sun 
and Moon, went through each individual game to share their memories. 





POKEMON RED AND GREEN (1996) POKEMON YELLOW 


The original Pokémon that started it all. 
Released in Japan as Red and Green, North 
‘America traded the Green version of the game 
for Blue. Development lasted for six years, and 
was slowly chipped away at while Game Freak 
worked on other projects like Yoshi, Pulseman, 
and Mario & Wario. 

“Shigeru Miyamoto] was actually one of the 
people who suggested doing two versions of 
the game,” Masuda says, “Even if we were to 
have that idea here at Game Freak, we would 
have assumed there was no way they would 
produce two versions of a game. They just 
wouldn't do that.” 

Even as an unproven property, Game Freak 
was certain it had something special. “We knew 
it would do well, but it wasn’t until we saw a 
lot of people in the media writing about it and 
covering Pokémon - like seeing it in magazines 
and newspapers — depicting the phenomenon 
[that we knew for sure.]” Masuda says. Today, 
it doesn't take long to get feedback about the 
success of a game, but in 1998, Game Freak 
was mostly working in the dark. 

“We weren't getting tons of reports from Nin- 
tendo about how it was selling. We could see 
people out in the parks playing Game Boys and 
exchanging Pokémon. Every time we would go 
toa store, it was always sold out no matter how 
long time went on,” Masuda says. “It was about 
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year after the game came out that we really 
started to realize it was turning into something 
pretty big.” 

Other indicators of the game's success came 
from surprising avenues. Masuda remembers 
hearing the game's iconic ball-capture sound 
effect appearing on Japanese television with 
no connection to the game whatsoever. It was 
also around this time that the anime premiered 
on television, which was a success in its own 
right. “We definitely watched it together,” 
Masuda says, even if Game Freak was hesitant 
about some of its ideas. The anime’s produc- 
tion company, OLM, Inc., was the one who 
identified Pikachu as the face of the franchise 
early on, “[OLM, Inc.] showed us a clip of it and 
we listened to the sound of [Pikachu] saying its 
name over and over in a really cute way and we 
weren't really sure about it,” Masuda says. “But 
it worked out.” 

Work quickly picked up on creating alternate 
versions of the core game, though it was more 
‘a matter of experimentation rather than trying 
to strike while the iron was hot. In Japan, Blue 
came later, and was initially only available as a 
special mail-order game. Yellow, on the other 
hand, saw wide release and tried to incorporate 
some of the anime's success. “It wasn't like we 
had development docs all prepared in advance, 
it was just a lot of experimentation,” Masuda 


is 


says. “We were still kind of hobbyists at the 
time. It was kind of like when you make food 
and you're like, ‘Let's try another dish!’” 

Game Boy was always the destination for the 
game. Game Freak was familiar with developing 
for home consoles, and the Nintendo 64 was on 
the horizon when Pokémon first launched, but 
the ability to trade kept the game on a mobile 
platform. 

“We really couldn't consider any other system, 
because we knew we wanted the link cable 
for trade. We were just focused on that cable 
facilitating trading, and during development we 
didn’t even have link battles,” Masuda says. 
“There was an automatic battle feature that you 
could do with connecting, but we were focused 
on trading. Near the end of development, we 
figured out a way to get battling working.” 

The success of these first games is stagger- 
ing. They sit comfortably in the top 10 of the 
best-selling games of all time list, and edge out 
The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim as the best-selling 
RPG of all time. 

Even with all these achievements, as develop- 
ment ramped up for its next project, Gold and 
Silver, Masuda and Game Freak still fett like 
hobbyists playing around with their program- 
ming tools. “It was a much more gradual pro- 
cess that we kind of changed the development 
style to more planning up front,” Masuda says. 





Despite the massive success of Pokémon, 
Game Freak struggled with the development 
of Gold and Silver. The studio was feeling the 
effects of a six-year development cycle. 
“After Red and Green came out, and the 
follow-up games, we didn’t have a lot of 
money. We were kind of out of money at that 
point because we had spent all the develop- 
ment funds and everything, so we needed 
to make some other games to stay in busi- 
ness,” Masuda says. Masuda worked as a 





programmer on a game that never released in 
America called Bazaar de Gosaru no Game de 
Gosaru at the same time he composed music 
for Gold and Silver. 

When he moved over to Gold and Silver full 
time, the game wasn't where it needed to be. 
“Development wasn’t going as well as we had 
hoped it would. At that point | kind of took over 
and we decided to make the game based on 
Kyoto, and we sort of rapidly developed the 
game [from that point on],” Masuda says. "We 
still didn't have a formal development style at 
the time. It was a more gradual process.” 

Despite the financial and development 
issues, the game's scope was never scaled 
back, for better or worse. “That was all of us 
just trying our best, | guess,” Masuda says 
with a laugh. 

The game didn't have its setting locked down 
until Masuda joined, All that was in place were 
the names Gold and Silver. Masuda wanted the 
games to reflect old Japanese cities, and start- 
ed researching the regions of Kyoto and Nara. 
“| knew | wanted to focus on towers, and those 
cities had those old kind of Japanese towers 
and that’s where the inspiration came from.” 

Masuda recalls riding in a cab around the 
region talking to drivers to learn about the Toji 


tower of the east, and the sister tower to the 
west that had burned down. “In that sense, 

it was a different approach for what we did 

in Red and Green, caring about the setting,” 
Masuda says. 

Satoru Iwata, Nintendo's late president and 
CEO, was important to the development of 
Gold and Silver. He worked on making sure the 
localized versions were ready for release by 
analyzing the game's code — not a task typically 
done by an executive. “That guy was a genius, 
“Masuda says. “Even with Red and Green, he 
asked us to show him our source code, and 
within three days, he probably knew it better 
than we did [laughs}.” 

Gold and Silver famously includes two 
regions: Johto, the new region, and Kanto 
from Pokémon Red and Green. “With Red 
and Green, this material was still back when 
it was running on a two-megabit cartridge,” 
Masuda says. “Halfway through development 
we upgraded to a four-megabit cartridge, and 
as programmers were like, ‘Oh my god! Double 
the space!" That freedom in size allowed the 
game's scope to double. 

At the time of release, Gold and Silver held 
the rare achievement of being the fastest- 
selling games ever. 





Ruby and Sapphire marked Pokémon’s first true 
platform change — the first of many to come. 
For Masuda, it also proved to be the most dif- 
ficult to develop. 

The screen size changed, more colors were 
available, and it generally gave Game Freak 
more creative leeway, but also substantially 
inflated the work load. None of those issues, 
however, compared to the outside perception 
of Pokémon at the time, and it weighed heavily 
‘on Masuda. 

“After Gold and Silver came out, they were 
a huge hit around the world. Everyone was 
saying, ‘That's it. The Pokémon fad is over! 

I's dead!” Masuda remembers. “We at Game 
Freak took that as a challenge and said, ‘It's 
not dead. We're going to show you guys 
you're wrong!” 

Atthe time, Masuda says there was no faith in 
the Pokémon brand to maintain its popularity, 
and he could feel it. “Pokémon Go is experienc 
ing something similar where people are saying, 
‘Eh, it's done. The fad’s over.’ But it was way 
worse than that after Gold and Silver.” Masuda 
remembers seeing Pokémon toys getting 
marked down in stores, and coming to America 
to see Pokémon merchandise — both official and 
unofficial - start to fade away. “The next time | 
visited, it was all Star Wars. Everyone was say- 
ing [Pokémon] was on a downtrend, and | really 
felt that pressure to make something amazing.” 

Before development of the series’ next 
entry began, Masuda was already planning 


out Pokémon’s long-term goals. Game Freak 
would create Ruby and Sapphire, follow up 
with Diamond and Pearl, and between those 
games, would remake the original Pokémon 
games as FireRed and LeafGreen. “I had this 
three-game span in mind already, but then 
midway through it, we were doing trademark 
research, and the issue came up that maybe 
we can't use Ruby and Sapphire. This whole 
plan of mine relied on this game being Ruby 
and Sapphire, and moving on to Diamond and 
Pearl,” Masuda says. Game Freak had started 
recognizing the game as an international brand, 
and was trying to make sure these new entries 
could be launched globally with as few issues 
as possible. “! got really stressed out and had 
to go to the hospital with stomach issues, and 


had to get a camera inserted. They didn’t know 
what it was — very stressful.” 

Masuda based the game's region on Kyushu, 
which he describes as a very vertical region 
of Japan. “I stretched it out horizontally, and 
poured everything | had into it to make it the 
best game possible,” he recalls. “The night 
before release | had a dream that it was a 
complete failure, a total nightmare. The morning 
after, the day of release, | went into the local 
shop, and saw people lining up to buy it and 
was extremely relieved. It was close. Super 
scary at the time.” 

Ruby and Sapphire went on to be huge 
successes, breaking a sales record in Japan 
previously held by Final Fantasy X, which hit the 
year prior. 











FireRed and LeafGreen marked the first of 
many Pokémon remakes for Game Freak. The 
main reason to rerelease the game was to 
make sure every Pokémon could exist within 
a single generation, and ensure the classic 
Pokémon would have a place on the most 
modern versions of the games, since they 
couldn't be transported from the Game Boy 
titles to the new Game Boy Advance games. 

“We talked with Nintendo over and over, 
trying to figure out a way to do that, but there 
was just no way to technically facilitate that 
communication.” Masuda says. 

Of course, that wasn’t the only factor. “Really, 
just having so much attachment to the original 
Red and Green games, they were very special 





to us at Game Freak, and we wanted to 
recreate that and allow people to experience 
them again.” 

Game Freak has already remade six of its 
previous games and looks to continue to do 
so with more games from its backlog. “I don’t 
think we're focused exclusively on making all 
new stuff. | think it’s important ~ the nostalgia 
factor is one thing - to give these memories, 
this content, another chance to shine for new 
players. And as a player myself | enjoy that 
kind of thing, as well.” 

‘As remakes, LeafGreen and FireRed didn't 
quite reach the commercial heights of the 
Pokémon games that came before them, but 
they had no problem selling 10 million copies. 


Diamond and Pearl brought an extra screen 
to Pokémon, but they also introduced another 
important innovation: online connectivity. 
“Two screens is really tough to work with,” 
Masuda says. The DS was a new gaming 
frontier at the time, and the most important 
thing for Game Freak during development was 








making sure new players understood how the 
screens were used. “A lot of the things we 
focused on were to make sure that if someone 
who didn’t play a lot of games, would they 
think to touch that screen? We focused on 
making sure people wanted to reach out and 
touch things. That's how we designed the 
interface on the bottom screen. Making them 
look like buttons.” 

It was also important to Game Freak to make 
sure the game could be played with your 
fingers, and not just with the stylus. “I don't 
want to speak poorly of Nintendo, but when 
the DS first came out they had fully expected, 
and they were always telling me, ‘Everyone’s 
going to play using the touch pen,” Masuda 
says. “But later when | saw all these kids and 
other people using their fingernails and fingers 
to play the game, it seemed like most people 
were doing that.” 


The remakes of Gold and Silver were straightfor- 
ward re-Imaginings of the hugely popular Game 
Boy titles, but they did add a new element - one 
Nintendo would return to for the 3DS’ built-in 
pedometer — in the form of the Pokéwalker. 

The idea for the Pokéwalker, which would 
be included with every copy of HeartGold 


and SoulSliver, actually came from Nintendo, 
and Ohmori was the one who took it and 
developed the mechanics. “| added a lot of 
gameplay ideas, like being able to take your 
Pokémon out for walks. Based on the number 
of steps, something good would happen, 

and then you could take it back into the main 





Bringing the game online for the first time 
also proved challenging, mostly thanks to the 
localization process. “We kind of created rules 
there with the Japanese characters you would 
have a certain amount of given characters, 
and you would double that for the Western 
languages,” Masuda says, as he writes out a 
collection of letters on a whiteboard behind 
him. “Pokémon in Japanese could only use 
five letters so the English version could use 
10. We had to think about the widths of all the 
different interface pieces and how they would 
appear. So, for each Japanese character you 
could have two Roman characters.” 

The first games on DS were, unsurpris- 
ingly, huge successes in their own right, but 
they also helped boost DS sales dramatically. 
Nintendo estimates that nearly half a million 
additional DS handhelds were sold to players 
who wanted to play Diamond and Pearl. 


game,” Ohmori says. 

Similar to the previous remakes, FireRed and 
LeafGreen, HeartGold and SoulSilver didn't 
sell as many copies as the original Pokémon 
entries, but the games were still the top-selling 
titles of their release week, and went on to sell 
more than 10 million copies. 





Black and White marked some important 
innovations for the series. They were the first 
to use fully animated Pokémon character 
sprites during battles and experimented further 
with 3D elements. Cities were rendered with 
the new 3D engine. Black and White also 
introduced 156 new Pokémon to the series, 
a record for most new creatures that was 
previously held by Red and Blue’s original 
151 Pokémon. 

“With the Black and White games, we really 
wanted to express this feeling of variety and 
diversity and different things kind of existing 


in the same place with people and Pokémon,” 


Masuda says. “When | was thinking about that, 


the first place that immediately came to mind 
was Manhattan in New York. There you have 
all these people living together in one space, 
but when you look at it from afar it appears 
as one. We expressed that with the Japanese 
name, Ishu Region, which means one type, 
which is one way to say it, and Unova, ‘uno,” 
which is kind of a similar idea in English.” 

Black and White’s success is notable, as 
they were the fastest DS games to sell 5 
million copies at the time. 








To date, Black 2 and White 2 are the only 
Pokémon games that are true sequels to the 
games that came before them. “Near the end 
of the development of Black and White, the 
team was coming up with ideas of what we 
would do next and a lot of them felt like they 


really wanted to expand on the story and the 
world of Black and White,” Masuda says. “So, 
the idea came up — what if we did a game 
that was set a couple years after Black and 
White wrapped up to kind of show how things 
changed and expand on the events of the 
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previous one?” 

Along with it being a continuation of the 
lore, the game also had two versions (unlike 
the follow-ups that came before it like Yellow, 
Crystal, Platinum, etc.) and released two years 
after Black and White. “The number two just 
kept popping up,” Masuda says. “We thought, 
‘Why don’t we call it Black and White 2?” 
which is pretty much how the title came up.” 

“A lot of people were expecting Pokémon 
Gray at the time, but the concept of Black and 
White was kind of these opposing forces - a 
yin-yang kind of thing,” Masuda adds. “If we 
went with Gray, it would have moved away 
from that concept so we decided to keep the 
titles there.” 

Even though they are among the weaker 
Pokémon games in terms of sales, Black 2 and 
White 2 were still highly popular, with more 
than 7 million copies sold. 








Alongside another platform change, going from 
DS to 8DS, X and Y marked the series’ biggest 
graphical leap. Diamond and Pearl, Black and 
White, and their sequels flirted with 3D elements, 
but X and Y went all in. It wasn't the first time 
Pokémon had been rendered in 3D, but it was 
the first time they would be in a core Pokémon 
RPG. Prior to X and Y, Creatures, which man- 
ages the card game, had been making 3D mod- 
els of assorted Pokémon. “We went to Creatures 
to talk to them and pick their brain about the 
process of making Pokémon 3D models, and 
What you need to care about,” Masuda says. 
Despite the stereoscopic capabilities of the 
3DS, Game Freak used it sparingly, preferring 
to use the DS’ full processing capabilities 
over displaying certain images in three dimen- 
sions. This went against what Nintendo wanted 
developers to do with the system, but it wasn’t 
a problem according to Masuda. “[Nintendo] 
always wants us to use as many of the hard- 
ware's features as possible, but after just talking 


with them and explaining our thoughts on it, it 
worked out.” 

Pokémon, in general, comes to Nintendo's 
platforms late, which afforded Game Freak 
the opportunity to see how people were using 
the system's 3D capabilities. “I did have it in 
the back of my mind, maybe people won't 
constantly be using the 3D feature by the time 
this game comes out, but there was another 


factor,” Masuda says. “Nintendo officially was 
recommending that kids under six not use the 
3D feature, and we wanted younger kids to be 
able to enjoy the games just as much as the 
other players.” 

Thanks perhaps in part to embracing the first 
generation of creatures and its move into 3D, 
Pokémon X and Y was a massive success and 
is the 3DS’ best-selling game. 








POKEMON OMEGA RUBY AND ALPHA SAPPHIRE (2014) 





POKEMON SUN AND MOON (2016) 
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We know only a few things for 
certain about the future of Poké- 
mon. Game Freak is revisiting 
Sun and Moon for follow-ups 
called Ultra Sun and Ultra Moon 
for release in November on 
3DS. This new version includes 
an alternate story, along with 
Pokémon that weren't previously 
included - and that's about all 
that's been revealed so far. 

Ohmori is vague about whether 
we can expect Sun and Moon's new 
content like the trials or Z-Moves, to 
move forward. “It’s not guaranteed 
that that's going to be the new base 
or anything,” Ohmori says. “Whether 
we keep those things over for the 
next project, that's up in the air. It 
depends on what kind of game we 
want to make.” 

Sun and Moon's story also ended 
with one of its core characters, Lillie, 
saying she wanted to head to Kanto, 
Red, Blue, and Green's region. Lillie 
wants to meet the Pokémon Stor- 
age System creator, Bill, but Ohmori 
says this moment fit into the game 
thematically. “It was an expression of 
the theme of meeting new people and 
departure, meeting and separating — 
short, fleeting relationships,” Ohmori 
says. When asked if it was a tease of 
what to expect in the future, Ohmori 
laughed it off saying, “I don’t know, | 
can't say anything about that.” 

Which brings us to Nintendo Switch. 
At E3 2017, The Pokémon Company's 
president and CEO, Tsunekazu Ishi- 
hara, appeared briefly in Nintendo’s 


As the most recent starters, Sun and Moon's Litten, 
Rowlet, and Popplio are well-represented in the office 


Spotlight presentation to confirm that 
a core Pokémon RPG is currently in 
development for the platform, and 
while visiting Game Freak, the de- 
veloper was expectedly cagey about 
the game. 

When talking about the necessity of 
Pokémon being on a handheld system 
in order to promote face to face 





interaction, we brought up the fact 
that Switch is the first home console 
that will allow you do this, and Masuda 
agreed — but that was all he offered. 
‘One thing both Masuda and Ohmori 
are happy to talk about, however, is 
the excitement for Nintendo's new 
console and bringing a Pokémon 
game to it. “What I'm really curious 


is ‘aa peo 








about, and really excited to see, will 
be the main way that people play 

the Switch,” Masuda says, “Will it be 
home for the most part? Will it be out 
and about? | think that is really going 
to depend on where the person lives, 
maybe. Depending on the country, 
maybe the main style of playing will be 
different. As we've been saying a lot, 
we always focus on, when designing 
the games, thinking about how the 
player is going to play the game - how 
they're going to enjoy it, and what 
kind of experiences they are going to 
have. I'm really just kind of excited to 
see where the main style of playing is 
going to land.” 





Masuda also acknowledges that 
for the Switch game, it's not a typical 
platform transition. “It’s definitely dif- 
ferent this time,” he says, since play- 
ers will be able to choose to play like 
they always have, in handheld mode, 
or on a big screen in their living rooms, 
like they would a typical console RPG. 
“Just playing it at home is kind of a 
little bit different than the portable 
systems we've made games for up 
until now.” 

Game Freak is watching feedback 
carefully, paying especially close at- 
tention during E3. “It definitely is really 
fun to see that, but at the same time, it 
is definitely a lot of pressure, so we're 





going to do our best to create a great 
game that answers those expecta- 
tions,” Ohmori says. 

With more than 20 years under 
its belt, the Pokémon franchise has 
become a surprising juggernaut that 
only seems to grow, even when it 
faces accusations of being an expiring 
fad. Its latest release, Sun and Moon, 
recently passed the 15 million cop- 
ies sold mark, sits high on the list of 
Nintendo’s fastest-selling games, and 
is bested only by Pokémon X and Y 
for the 3DS' best-selling games. Even 
Pokémon Go, which lost a healthy 
percentage of its initial player base 
after launch, still boasts over 60 million 
active players. 

How a yellow electric mouse with a 
limited vocabulary and its 801 friends 
can continually enchant the world is 
impossible to identify, and visiting the 
studio didn’t reveal any of its secrets 
to success. Game Freak is a humble 
team that quietly crafts its Pokémon 
experiences in an office that feels 
more like a home. It is fully aware of its 
impact on the world, but understands 
that Pokémon has become something 
bigger than themselves. Even as it 
ramps up and expands to develop its 
first true console Pokémon experi- 
ence, Masuda is careful to temper 
expectations. “Of course, it is very 
difficult to make the game, so | hope 
people don’t get their expectations 
up too high,” Masuda says. “We'll do 
our best.” 


To see videos from our visit and read more from 
‘our interviews with Masuda and Ohmori, check 
‘out gameinformer.com 
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etroid II: Return of Samus is considered the black sheep of 
the Metroid franchise. First released on the Game Boy in 
August of 1991, this little handheld’s cartridges held six- 
times less memory than its NES predecessor, which meant 
Nintendo needed to make several compromises to the 
game’s design. One of the most noticeable concessions was 
Metroid’s alien landscapes, which were drained of their color 
and much of their mood, thanks to the Game Boy’s green LCD display. The hand- 
held’s limited pixels also meant Nintendo needed to zoom in on the action. Samus 
took up a large portion of the screen’s real estate, leaving players feeling cramped. 
Moreover, Samus’ overall mission to destroy a set number of Metroids across the 
alien world of SR388 led to a linear design, which was antithetical to the series’ 
core concept of rewarding exploration. 

At the same time, Metroid Il contains several series firsts. It was the first game to 
give Samus her signature rounded shoulders. It was the first game to introduce play- 
ers to popular items like the spider ball, space jump, and plasma beam. And it was 
the first game to give players insight into a Metroid’s lifecycle. These innovations 
are why series producer Yoshio Sakamoto wishes more fans had played the original 
Game Boy game. Sakamoto believes that Metroid II’s basic design is still remarkable 





today, and he aims to prove it with the 3DS remake, Metroid: Samus Returns. 


THE METROID MAKER 


No other designer has worked on more Metroid 
games than Yoshio Sakamoto. As one of Nin- 
tendo’s longest-tenured designers, Sakamoto 
helped create classic NES titles like Donkey 
Kong Jr., Balloon Fight, and Kid Icarus. But 
when his boss first approached him to help fin- 
ish Metroid, Sakamoto was wary. 

“My boss told me that the Metroid team 
was having a very hard time, and as someone 
who had experience on building video game 
projects could | go and somehow help this, 
game progress to release?” Sakamoto says. “In 
short, | was forcefully asked to participate. By 
his tone, | really smelled danger. And as | joined 
the project and looked around, | realized that the 
release date was right around the corner but the 
project had nothing there. Even with our limited 
resources and time, | figured out how we could 
leverage the existing components of the game 
to create variation and an exciting experience.” 

Sakamoto's work on Metroid has become 
legendary. Nintendo was so impressed with 
his designs that he was eventually given the 
reigns for Super Metroid, where he perfected 
the ideas he had worked on during the original 
NES title. Over the years, Sakamoto has had his 
hands on nearly every Metroid game, from Retro 


Studios’ Prime trilogy to the GBA remake of the 
original game, Metroid: Zero Mission. However, 
there is one Metroid game that Sakamoto never 
touched, Metroid Il: Return of Samus. 

“I have been wanting to make a 2D Metroid 
game for four or five years,” Sakamoto says. 
“Compared to the rest of the Metroid franchise, 
Metroid Il has a unique game design and its 
characteristics really stand out. | didn’t make the 
original, but | have huge respect for the original 
game. It tells the story of an important event in 
the Metroid series, which is Samus meeting the 
big Metroid, so | wanted players to have the op- 
portunity to experience this very important event 
in the franchise.” 

With all of Nintendo's internal studios busy 
with other projects, Sakamoto needed to find a 
development team that could tackle his dream 
project. Fortunately, one studio had been 
pounding on Nintendo’s door with a Metroid 
pitch. After finishing work on a few Castlevania 
projects for Konami, the Madrid-based devel- 
oper MercurySteam pitched Nintendo on the 
idea of remaking Metroid Fusion - the 2002 GBA 
title where Samus got infected with a parasitic 
organism. Sakamoto was impressed with the 
studio pitch and their love for Metroid. He told 
them no, they couldn't remake Metroid Fusion... 
but he did need their help on another remake. 
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RETURN TO FORM 


After the events of the original Metroid, the 
Galactic Federation grew worried that the alien 
race known as the Space Pirates would try to 
use the vampiric organisms called Metroids 

to create an array of fearsome new biological 
weapons. To prevent this, the Federation sent 
several assault teams to the Metroid’s home 
planet of SR388. However, after these teams 
went missing, the Federation turned to the only 
intergalactic bounty hunter in the universe with 
experience hunting Metroids. The Federation 
asked Samus Aran to do what no one else 
could: eradicate the Metroid species once and 
for all. 

‘Sakamoto says he's not interested in adding 
new wrinkles to Metroid I's original story, like he 
did with the GBA remake of the original game. 
This might be a good thing, as Metroid stories 
tend to become more nonsensical as they grow 
more verbose. 

The strength of the Metroid series lies in its 
ability to deliver a sense of haunting isolation 
as players freely explore alien landscapes. In 
this arena, MercurySteam has succeeded. 
Strange goo oozes down SR388's cave walls, 
62 


rare crystals drift lazily across underground lava 
flows, and ancient alien architecture creeks 
and crumbles as Samus climbs over a series 

of pipes. 

In addition to the improved visuals, Saka- 
moto and the team at MercurySteam wanted 
to adjust Metroid I's linear design structure. In 
the original Metroid Il, players were tasked with 
destroying a set number of Metroids in each 
area before they could unlock the next zone. 
This overall structure remains roughly in place 
for Metroid: Samus Returns, but the develop 
ers sprinkled in a variety of secrets and other 
reasons for players to return to old areas. It’s 
now a breeze to quickly travel through SR388's 
various locales thanks to a series of teleporta- 
tion stations — a first for the series. 

“The original Game Boy version had a very 
simple and straightforward progression,” 
Sakamoto says. "So, of course, | wanted to add 
many things to spice up and excite the experi- 
ence on SR388. The player can make many 
new discoveries and new findings. The flow is 
basically the same, but we have some extra 
areas and we powered up the map system.” 

The third big overhaul for Metroid Il relates to 
combat. MercurySteam feels Metroid’s combat 


Samus Returns will give players a close- 
up look at the lifecycle of the Metraids: 





has always lacked complexity, as its enemies 
are usually litle more than minor obstacles on 
Samus’ journey to her next boss encounter. 

To make the action more engaging, the studio 
dreamed up a new counter system. When 
many of SR388's creatures get close enough to 
Samus, they charge at her, initiating a power- 
ful physical attack. When this happens, Samus 
can perform a melee counter that knocks them 
back, temporarily stuns them, and opens them 
up for a quick finish with her blaster. It only took 
me a few minutes to get used to this melee 
counter, but it adds a nice rhythm to the com- 
bat. | felt more engaged in the action, because 
Ihad to be tuned into when an enemy might 
charge at me. 

“The melee counter system was a proposal 
from MercurySteam,” Sakamoto says. “Looking 
at the prototype, even from a glance, it felt fresh 
and new, and | really felt a possibility that this 
Metroid was going to be something new. I think 
it brings a new spice to the Metroid gameplay 
and | think it’s a really great invention.” 

Another new addition to this remaster is a set 
of powers called Aeions. These abilities use a 
resource (also called Aeion), which Samus can 
replenish by killing enemies. The first Aeion 





ability | acquired is a pulse scan that reveals 
a portion of my surrounding map. This ability 
comes in handy since it temporarily highlights 
destructible walls, which prevented me from 
having to bomb every single inch of SR388 
looking for secrets. Other Aeion abilities include 
a power-up attack that lets you unleash a 
gatling gun shower of bullets, and a temporary 
shield that protects Samus from both enemies 
and environmental dangers. 

That last ability comes in extremely handy 
when | encountered one of SR388's new 
enemies, a horde of space bats. These bat-like 
creatures are relatively harmless by themselves 
and are killed in a single hit. Unfortunately, they 
travel in packs of more than a dozen, swarming 
‘Samus with flapping wings and razor-like teeth. 
The Aeion shield buys her enough time to turn 
these creatures into space dust. 

As | continue my journey into the heart of 
‘SR388, | acquire a steady stream of valuable 
upgrades. The spider ball allows Samus to 
climb on walls, while the spring ball allows 
her to jump in ball form. The Varia Suit boosts 
Samus’ defense and makes her immune to 
extreme heat, which opens up a whole new 
section of the map. Nintendo says it has even 
added a few new power-ups that weren’t 
featured in the original Metroid II, such as the 
grappling hook, which lets Samus swing across 
large gaps. 

Before long, | discover the ice beam, which 
lets me freeze enemies in place and turn them 
into makeshift platforms. The ice beam is 
handy, but sometimes it's better to destroy your 
enemy rather than freeze them. Fortunately, 
‘Samus Returns lets players hot swap between 
ammo types, like the ice beam or wave beam, 
on the fly using the 3DS's touchscreen — a 
feature that wasn't in the original Metroid Il. 


LONG TIME COMING 


Metroid: Samus Returns isn't just a remake 
of a 25-year-old Game Boy game, it marks 
the first 2D Metroid game in over 13 years. 
‘Sakamoto recognizes fans’ expectations for 
the game are high. Samus Returns must walk 
a tricky line of giving players an experience 
that matches what has come before, while 


creating something unique enough to feel like a 
brand-new experience. 

Fortunately, Metroid: Samus Returns seems 
to walk that tightrope. Fans who previously 
played Metroid Il: The Return of Samus on the 
Game Boy might recognize many of Metroid: 
Samus Returns’ areas and gameplay elements. 
However, Nintendo and MercurySteam have 
added enough to Metroid’s combat and overall 
mission flow that this return to SR388 feels like 
anew adventure. 

“Metroid was one of my first experiences on a 
pretty big video game project, but | wasn't sure 
if players would enjoy the game,” Sakamoto 
says. “I thought that it was a special game, and 
even then, | believed that it could be a special 
franchise, something that I would like to con 
tinue. Through the development of Metroid 1, 
| really grasped the possibilities and potential of 
a video game.” 

Sakamoto reflects many of these same senti- 
ments when he talks about the development of 


This mysterious and archaic device tracks how 
many Metroids Samus has defeated. It'snota 
structure that appeared in the original Metroid! I 


Metroid: Samus Returns. “The player who has 
played the original version and then this new 
version — | think they will be able to sense and 
feel the passion | put into this version,” he says. 
“Through the development of Metroid: Samus 
Returns, | was able to really grasp the possibil- 
ity and fun of a 2D Metroid. Like when I finished 
the first game, if there is another opportunity to 
make another Metroid, that is something that | 
would love to do. Of course, that really depends 
on how much people really want to buy a 2D 
Metroid.” 

Sakamoto will learn the answer to that ques- 
tion when Metroid: Samus Returns releases 
on September 15. For he and the team at 
MercurySteam, this game is the culmination of 
nearly a half-decade of hard work and dream- 
ing. For fans, it is an answer to more than a 
decade of pleading for another instalment in a 
beloved franchise. 

Thankfully, Metroid: Samus Returns looks 
worth the wait. © 
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Release of Kingdom Hearts Ill information has 
been sparse, with only a few trailers and details 
trickling to the public since its official announce- 
ment in 2013. Every new reveal ~ even the tiniest 
shred of information — is met with excitement from 
the dedicated fanbase that has been following 
the story since the launch of the first game back 
in 2002. A direct sequel and numerous spin-offs 
followed, each providing plot revelations to keep 
fans invested. Still, considering Kingdom Hearts 
Il debuted in 2006, the fact remains that fans have 
been looking forward to Kingdom Hearts Ill for over 
a decade. In many ways, it's felt less like waiting 
for a game and more like chasing an ephemeral 
dream, one which always seems within reach yet 
manages to evade our grasp. 

However, every reveal makes Kingdom Hearts III 
feel less like an illusion and more like a reality for 
fans. This fits the theme of its trailers, which want 
to make sure you “don't assume your dreams are 
just fantasy.” Square Enix has finally started to pull 
back the curtain to assure fans that the seemingly 
impossible fantasy of this highly anticipated sequel 
is finally becoming real. The studio provided sub- 
stantial information at the D23 Expo. Coming off 
tumors of the project's release date being further 
off than expected, Square Enix showed a new trailer 
that revealed a 2018 release window, alongside 
a Toy Story-themed level, the first Pixar world in 
the series. If the cheers, which overpowered any 
other game (including high-profile titles like Star 
Wars: Battlefront Il and Insomniac’s Spider-Man) at 
the D23 video game showcase are any indication, 
Kingdom Hearts hasn’t lost any of its fanfare; time 
has only strengthened its appeal. 

With all the excitement in the air, director Tetsuya, 
Nomura was on hand for his first significant inter- 
view about the long-awaited entry. Just like an 
ending to one his Kingdom Hearts games, Nomura 
likes to keep a sense of mystery in the air, giving 
you just enough information to get your imagina- 
tion running wild while never revealing his full hand. 
From bringing Toy Story to life in Kingdom Hearts 
to the new opportunities that the current console 
generation provides, Nomura shared some insight 
into what to expect. 
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To Infinity And Beyond! 


Fans have been pining for Square 
Enix and Disney to dip into the Pixar 
honeypot, and their wishes were finally 
granted with this reveal of a Toy Story 
world. Our first glimpse showed min- 
iature Sora, Donald, and Goofy in toy 
form, fighting Heartless in Andy's bed- 
room before coming face to face with 
Woody, Buzz, Hamm, Rex, and Sarge. 
This is a moment Nomura has longed 
for ever since Kingdom Hearts Il, call- 
ing the movie “iconic” for the mark 
it has made on the CG world, “Just 
looking at the trailer, | feel Sora really 
fit in and matched well with that world, 
and it's something | always personally 
wanted to see — that image of Buzz and 
Woody coming face to face with Sora 
in his toy form,” he says. “I had been 
imagining that in my head, and to be 
able to execute that into the game is, 
something I'm really excited for and I'm 
hoping fans feel the same way I do.” 
Being the first Pixar property in a 
Kingdom Hearts game, its inclusion 
required the development team to 
take a different approach compared 
to previous Disney worlds. Usually, 
Sora and company drop right into that 
movie's adventure. However, when 
the creative discussions came about, 
Pixar had a request. “[Pixar] preferred 
for us to not follow the film directly,” 
Nomura explains. “They said, ‘Please 
create something original to Kingdom 
Hearts,’ so we did not draw any inspi- 
ration from the films. It is completely 


Director Tetsuya Nomura confirmed the return of the 
Gummi Ship and summons, but would only provide hints 
about how they both function in the game. The Gummi 
Ship has been your main method of transportation 
between worlds throughout the series but hasn't been 
in every entry, making fans wonder about its inclusion in 
Kingdom Hearts Ill. “In terms of the Gummi Ship making 
its return, | can confirm that, but how it is or what has 
become of it, we're not able to reveal it at this point,” 
Nomura says. “We ask you to stay tuned for more infor- 
mation.” In previous entries, you could customize the 
ship and use it to destroy obstacles to reach worlds. 
Summons, which previously allowed you to call popular 
Disney characters to your aid in the heat of battle, are 
also back. Nomura has previously said that he wanted 
to improve upon them for this entry, but is still keeping 
Mum on exactly what that entails. He did share part of 
his new vision for them, however. “If | could provide a 
glimpse, I've made it more pretty,” he says. “Not just the 
literal modeling, but it's more about how we're express- 
ing it that has become more pretty.” 





original and exclusive to Kingdom 
Hearts, so you can almost say it’s a 
sequel of some sort.” 

Nomura worked very closely with 
Pixar to get it just right, gathering their 
input at every turn. “So many rounds 
of review! | couldn't believe how many 
back-and-forths I had,” he laughs. All 
of the films in the series were taken into 
consideration when deciding where to 
place it in the Toy Story timeline. “We 
placed the narrative in Kingdom Hearts 
some place after Toy Story 2,” he says. 
The plot involves Sora and company 
teaming up with Buzz and Woody after 
they discover Organization XIll might be 
connected to why Andy and some of 
his toys have disappeared. 

The journey also takes fans to a new 
locale in the Toy Story universe called 
Galaxy Toys, a huge toy store that 
serves as the focal point of the experi- 
ence. "Galaxy Toys is going to be your 
primary stage where a lot of the action 
is going to be happening in this world,” 
Nomura says. “Because Sora, Donald, 
and Goofy are toys and very small, the 
playing field is going to feel very large. 
We also have multiple floors and each 
section has its own personality.” 








Depending on your playstyle, your 
time in Galaxy Toys will vary, so 
Nomura hesitates to say how many 
hours it takes to complete. “Rather 
than having multiple different little 
worlds, we wanted to make sure 
we're providing rich gameplay in an 
individual world, so we put in a lot of 
effort and allocated a lot of resources 
to create these worlds, and it would be 
sad for players not to enjoy the world 
and breeze right through it,” Nomura 
explains. “Therefore, we made sure 
that each of the worlds is designed so 
players can take their time and enjoy 
the gameplay that's available.” 
Nomura uses the example of the 
mechs (called Gigas) we saw in the 
recent trailer for how the team is putting 
optional fun things in the world. "I want- 
ed to showcase that there's nothing 
that’s impossible at this point,” he says. 
“Previously, we couldn't have Sora ride 
on different things to fight and now we 
can. We wanted to showcase that with 
the specs of the current-generation 
hardware, it is possible.” The current- 
gen tech is giving Kingdom Hearts 
opportunities it’s never had before, and 
Nomura is set on capitalizing on it. 








Taking Xingdom Hearts 
To The Next Level 


Kingdom Hearts Ill marks the first full- 
fledged new game in the series for 
the PS4, as well as the first Kingdom 
Hearts title on an Xbox console. 
Outside of Aqua's three-hour side tale 
in Kingdom Hearts 2.8, which provided 
a glimpse into the new tech behind 
Kingdom Hearts Ill, we haven't seen 
anything created from the ground up 
for console hardware since the PS2. 
The series eschewed both the PS3 
and Xbox 360, opting to house its vari- 
ous side stories on handhelds instead, 
so there's a noticeable leap in quality 
since the days of Kingdom Hearts 
“With Kingdom Hearts Ill, | feel ike 
we were able to recreate the world of 
the original CG film pieces close to its 
original quality in terms of its graphics 
and the look of the different worlds,” 
Nomura says. “Up until then, we cre- 
ated the worlds so that it looks like it is a 
stylized Kingdom Hearts world, but now 
with Kingdom Hearts Ill, we were able 
to depict the world of the original film as 
close to its original form as possible.” 
Nomura seemed most excited by 
what the current tech offers for game- 
play, giving his team more creative free- 
dom and room for experimentation. The 
result is a blend of new ideas and bring- 
ing back beloved mechanics due to fan 
feedback (see sidebar for more return- 
ing classic features). “The staff mem- 
bers on our development team always 
want to try something new, so even 
with previously introduced mechanics, 
they always try to make it their own or 


Toy Story, Tangled, and Bi Hero 6 are the 
‘new Disney worlds confirmed so far 


tweak it,” Nomura explains. “Even if itis 
small or minor, we customize it so that 
it's for Kingdom Hearts Ill.” 

How the environment plays an even 
bigger role in battle reinforces Nomura's 
statements. As we've seen in recent trail- 
ers, Sora can run up cliffs and jump on 
floating rubble to attack enemies. The 
inspiration comes from the team wanting 
to expand Flowmotion, the parkourike 
mechanic first introduced in Kingdom 
Hearts 3D: Dream Drop Distance. 
Flowmotion allows your characters to 
grind up rails, swing on poles, and even 
bounce off of walls, offering greater 
freedom in how you traverse the world. 
However, many complained about how 
the mechanic controlled. “There was 
some feedback that it was too free and 
hard to manage,” Nomura says. “Maybe 
because the title was on a handheld 
device. So | wanted to make it so that 
there's the ability to control it properly.” 

The new and improved system is 
called Athletic Flow in Japanese, but 
the name has not been finalized in 
English yet. “It’s basically revamped 
and introduced as a new mechanic 
in Kingdom Hearts Ill,” Nomura says. 
“You'll be utilizing the environment to 
propel yourself to an area that you're 
not normally able to go to, or again, 
running up the cliff during battle. Those 
can be expected in each of the different 
worlds you'll be traversing through.” 

Another exciting new feature is 
keyblade transformations. From the 
keyblade turning into a pegasus chariot 
or dual guns for Sora to wield, the high- 
light of just about every trailer has been 
discovering what form Sora’s keyblade 


¢ 


Kin; ingdom Hearts Il also boasts higher magic 
‘ers and five-member battle parties: 


will take next. Although they've been 
on display visually, not much has been 
revealed about how the transformations 
are activated. Nomura finally offered 
some clarification on this element. “First 
and foremost, each keyblade will have 
its own form that it can transform into, 
and it’s different per keyblade,” he says. 
“There are at least two different forms it 
can take. For example, in Toy Story, you 
saw the giant hammer and then the drill. 
Another one was at the beginning of the 
trailer where you saw Sora shoot arrows 
and it [then] turned into a bazooka. 
Italso has multiple layers in terms of 
transforming; you start out with your 
first phase of transformation, and if you 
successfully connect your combos, the 
[next] transformation will happen.” 
Nomura couldn't divulge further 
details on activating the transforma- 
tions, as the feature is stil in develop- 
ment. “We're still trying to finalize the 
specifications, but that being said, itis 
subject to change, so it might evolve 
into something even more impressive.” 
While Nomura shed some light on the 
direction of the gameplay, he remained 
tight-lipped on story details. Though in 
typical fashion, he offered a small tease 
as to why the new trailers showcased 
Sora’s desire to bring back Roxas. 
“The motivation for Sora and his allies’ 
journey in Kingdom Hearts Ill is to help 
those people who met a tragic ending 
[such as] Terra, Ventus, Aqua, and 
Roxas, and to rescue them from that 
tragedy,” he says. “How they relate to 
the narrative, and if we were to reveal 
any sort of information about that, it 
would probably spoil everything.” @ 
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Wolfenstein lI: The New Colossus 





f\_/ olfenstein: The New Order 
l\J \/ impressed players in 2014 with 
VV its balance of zany, old-school, 
first-person shooting and heartfelt sto- 
rytelling about a small group of resis- 
tance fighters trying to take back the 
world in an alternate timeline where 
the Nazis won World War II. With the 
sequel, intended to be the second 
entry in a trilogy, MachineGames is 
looking to dial everything up to 11, 
giving players an expanded arsenal 
and more of the wacky-yet-sympa- 
thetic characters that helped define 
both The New Order and stand- 
alone expansion The Old Blood’s 
unique personalities. 

Taking place half a year after the 


\ 
4 





king America sk one bullet at a time 


explosive events of The New Order, 
BJ Blazkowicz wakes up to find 
himself disabled and confined to a 
wheelchair. “Your kidneys don’t work,” 
friend and doctor Set Roth tells him, 
gruesomely laying out just how broken 
our tank of a protagonist is. His condi- 
tion doesn't last too long. We recently 
played through an extended demo of 
The New Colossus, and after a short 
introductory sequence that featured 
BJ rolling around in a wheelchair 

and painting the interior of a U-Boat 
with Nazi brains, the demo jumped 

us midway through the game to a 
mission set in Roswell, New Mexico. 
Wearing a powerful exosuit that 
apparently grants him the ability to 
walk, BJ is tasked with infiltrating Area 
52, a secret base filled with advanced 
technology as well as the leaders 

of the Nazi forces in America. Once 
inside, he plans to blow it sky high 
with a portable nuke stowed away in a 
fire extinguisher. 

The first part of the Roswell mission 
is surprisingly large and exploratory 
given the series’ longstanding love 
of corridors and caverns. Here you 
can walk around and overhear con- 
versations, taking in sights that help 
drive home how the Nazi regime has 
changed the land of the free. Instead 


of heading over to a diner to meet my 
contact, | creep along the streets and 
see a huge sign on a wall displaying 
BJ's mugshot as well as his violent 
acts against Nazis. "You look famil- 
iar,” a few civilians say before | walk 
away. In another part of the town, | 
listen as a Nazi officer applauds two 
Ku Klux Klan members for embracing 
white-supremacist ideology before 
admonishing them for failing to learn 
the German tongue. This sequence 
is carefully detailed and entrancing, 
though the overwhelming amount of 
propaganda art and scene-setting feel 
like they belong in another game, like 
the opening moments of BioShock 
Infinite. This isn't necessarily a bad 
thing, and shows that MachineGames 
is willing to take risks instead of rest- 
ing on the laurels of The New Order. 
Storytelling isn’t the only element 
the developer is experimenting with. 
When the Roswell town sequence 
wraps, | infiltrate the underground 
base, the portable nuke extinguisher 
in my pack so I can wield weapons 
once again. In The New Order, you 
could upgrade the LaserkraftWerk 
from a welder to a cannon of death 
capable of smearing multiple foes 
across the wall. In the New Colossus, 
you can upgrade all of your weapons 





by discovering weapon kits hidden 
across each level. For my playthrough, 
| add a silencer to my pistol to stealth- 
ily pick off enemies and a nail-gun 
attachment to my submachine gun 
that increases damage while lowering 
the rate of fire. You can also dual- 
wield different weapons together, like 
a shotgun and a pistol, which allows 
for all sorts of mayhem as well as 
experimentation with combat strate- 
gies. Gruesome stealth executions 
return, but this time your knife is 
replaced by a hatchet and there are 
many more than just the standard set 
from the original game. | kept discov- 
ering new ways to disembowel, dis- 
member, and destroy hordes of Nazis 


with my ax. 
BJ's nimbleness, allowing him to 
slide along the floor and into cover, 
is essential to encounters. During my 
demo, his health was capped at 50 
points, though the armor | could col- 
lect reached 200. This means that | 
couldn't tank my way through every 
encounter but instead had to take out 
enemies one-by-one and retreating. 
These tweaks to combat amount to 
an experience that's immensely enjoy- 
able and | am confident the momer 
by-moment gameplay of The New 
Colossus will be entertaining. What 
few concerns | do have about the 
game stem from its bold ambitions. 
Creative Director Jens Matthies 


likened The New Colossus to a road 
trip through America. The confirmed 
places BJ and crew visit include 

not only Roswell, but New Orleans 
and Manhattan. I fear that The New 
Colossus, like so many sequels, might 
accidentally end up trading those 
qualities that made The New Order 

so special for the spectacle of an 
expanded scope. 

‘As someone who adores The New 
Order, the few hours I spent with the 
sequel left me impressed with the 
combat enhancements and cautiously 
optimistic about the direction that the 
story is taking BJ and his friends in, 
even if the road ahead is paved with 
blood and sacrifice. » Javy Gwaltney 
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f you've played one of TT Games’ 
Lego titles at any point in the last 
decade, you know what to expect 
from Lego Marvel Super Heroes 2. 

TT Games operates on a formula, but 
that foundation works thanks to the 
studio's simple, yet satisfying action 
and ability to deliver slapstick routinely. 
To learn more about this sequel, we 
spoke with TT Games’ head of design 
Arthur Parsons, and we discovered five 
reasons Lego Marvel Super Heroes 2 
should be an epic superhero romp for 
Marvel fans of all ages. 





A Comic-Inspired Story 
Marvel Comics has been telling epic 


superhero stories for longer than most 
of its fans have been alive, so TT 
Games had a large swath of comics 
from which to draw inspiration. To 
help build a comic-inspired story, the 
studio teamed up with award-winning 
writer Kurt Busiek (Astro City, Marvels, 
and Daredevil to tell a tale loosely 
based on legendary comic stories like 
Avengers Forever and Kang Dynasty. 
The story revolves around Kang the 
Conqueror, a warlord from the 30th 
century who travels back in time to 
conquer the planet and rewrite history. 
One of his biggest edits? King Kang. 
“Kang is such a cool bad guy,” 
Parsons says. “I don't think that he’s 


= Marvel Super Heroes 2 


Saving the world in the brick of time 


ever really been done justice. Because 
he’s from the 30th century, he has 
technology that’s beyond everyone 
else. He can go back in time, but 

the coolest thing about him is that 

he doesn't just turn up and vaporize 
people with his future tech. He's all 
about winning battles with the best of 
the best, when they're at their prime, 
on a completely even playing field. He 
wants to prove that he’s the best by 
being the better tactician and warrior.” 


A Hub World Full Of Surprises 
As Kang begins to remix space and 
time, the warlord rips apart planets 
from different realities and quilts them 





together into one massive city, called 
Chronopolis. This new hub world is 
four-or-five times bigger than the New 
York hub featured in the original Lego 
Marvel Super Heroes. This new play 
space also has a greater visual vari- 
ety - the icy mountains of K’un-L'un 
are pushed up against the gladiatorial 
arena of the planet Sakaar, which is 
next to the futuristic skyscrapers of 
New York 2099. 


Enough Heroes To Populate A 
Small Town 

The playable cast in the original Lego 
Marvel Super Heroes was massive, 

but the sequel’s roster is truly colossal. 
Many of the heroes from the first game 
return, but TT Games is also tapping 
characters from different Marvel time- 
lines and realities. The Guardians of the 
Galaxy take center stage in one level, 
but we also caught sight of several 
Inhumans, a Spider-Man: Homecoming 
version of Spider-Man, and Throg, who 
is a version of Thor from a time when 
he was temporarily turned into a frog. 

Some returning characters are also 
getting a makeover. For example, 
Howard the Duck has returned, but he 
can now transform into the Iron Duck, 
which is basically a duck-shaped Iron 
Man outfit (something that happened 
in the comics). Meanwhile, we caught 
a glimpse of a medieval-themed ver- 
sion of the Hulk called Greenskyn 
‘Smashtroll (yes, also from the comics). 
However, TT Games was given the 
freedom to invent a few characters of 
its own. 

“We've taken two fan-favorites in 
Carnage and Venom and smashed 
them together,” Parsons says. “In 
the course of the story, Goblin 2099 
is actually experimenting on these 
guys and when you come and face off 
against him, both Carnage and Venom 


combine to become Carnom. It's really 
cool that Marvel allowed us to create 
a unique character. Carnom has a raft 
of abilities that are inherited from both 
Carnage and Venom, so you have a 
big-fig who can web swing around 

the city, but he also has the powers 

of other big-figs like Hulk, so he’s 
super strong.” 


Play With Space And Time 
Time manipulation is a major theme 
for Lego Marvel Super Heroes 2. Not 
only are players trying to destroy the 
time-traveling Kang using characters 
from across the space-time continuum, 
but most of the story mission revolve 
around time manipulation in some form 
or another. TT Games said that Kang’s 
minions also use time-manipulation 
powers against your heroes, but the 
team isn't ready to talk about those 
gameplay specifics. 

“Time manipulation is seen in quite 
a few areas of the game,” Parsons 
says. “Some of the hero characters 


‘This is a tea party that even the 
‘Mad Hatter would find strange 


can actually manipulate time. Doctor 
Strange can actually move time for- 
ward or move time backwards. For 
example, if there is some collapsed 
architecture, he could turn back time 
and make it rebuild itself. Likewise, he 
could accelerate time to make some 
vegetation grow into a huge tree.” 


Legos Laughs 
Lego bricks are a toy for all ages, 

and TT Games expertly incorporates 
family-friendly humor into its titles. 
Lego Marvel Super Heroes 2 is full 

of absurd puns, cartoon hijinks, and 
brilliant side-gags. Nothing is sacred 
in the Lego universe. One of the play- 
able characters is a version of Captain 
‘America who wears a cowboy hat. 


Thankfully, TT Games also likes to keep 


the action lighthearted. For example, 
the Guardians of the Galaxy's Star- 


Lord can stop the action mid-battle by 


pressing play on his Walkman, which 
causes everyone on his team to break 
into a dance. » Ben Reeves 


Fourth Wall 
Breaking Side 
Missions 

Fans of the first Lego 
Marvel Super Heroes 
might remember a 
series of bonus missions 
narrated by Deadpool. 
‘These bonus missions 
return for the sequel, but 
this time they will be 
narrated by Gwenpool ~ 
a elatively new Marvel 
character who comes 
from an alternate reality 
where superheroes 

only exist in comics. 
Gwenpool lacks any of 
the training or powers of 
most comic heroes, but 
after getting transported 
into the world of 

comics, she comes to 
believe that there are 

no consequences to 

her actions and she 

tries to become a hero. 
‘Thanks to Gwenpool's 
knowledge about comics, 
many of these bonus 
levels break the fourth 
wall. For example, 
during one mission, she 
accompanies Howard the 
Duck to a Comic Con- 
like convention where 
Howard pitches a game 
starring himself to a 
group of game developers 
at a Lego Marvel Super 
Heroes 2 panel. 
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ypically truncated to eight-month 

development cycles, sports 

games are known more for 
granular leaps in gameplay and feature 
sets. But coming off NBA Live 16, yet 
another entry that failed to make even 
a minuscule dent in the market, EA 
realized this slow and steady progress 
would never close the gap to make a 
true contender. To speed up the pro- 
cess, EA Sports granted its Tiburon 
studio something few sports game 
developers are ever given a two-year 
runway for creating the next game in 
the series. 

Instead of continually chasing the 
advancements Visual Concepts makes 
with the NBA 2K series, the studio took 
off its horse blinders and looked to 
the wider industry for inspiration. As | 
sat through my first demo of NBA Live 
18's new feature sets, the developers 
continually referred to fighting games, 
shooters, role-playing games, and even 
MMO raids. 

NBA Live 18's new The One mode 





invention, NBA Live finds inspiration in Destiny, Over 


serves as the centerpiece for this new 
approach to sports games. On the sur- 
face, The One sounds like a facsimile 
of the NBA 2K set-up — you start by 
creating a player that you then use 
across the Live equivalents to the NBA- 
focused MyCareer, 5v5 sim Pro-AM, 
and streetball centric MyPark modes. 
But once you dive into the particulars 
the differentiation becomes clearer. 

Users start by choosing a play style 
for their create-a-player. These break 
down into traditional basketball arche- 
types like playmaker, slasher, and rim 
protector. Each class has different 
rating limits on specific skills. Players 
earn two types of currency after each 
game, one for boosting your skills and 
power, and the other for buying cos- 
metic enhancements via loot crates. 
These are tiered in the RPG standard 
common, rare, exotic, and legend- 
ary classifications. To eliminate some 
of the frustration players have with 
randomized crates in other games, 

EA says you can buy specific crate 
tiers to improve your chances of get- 
ting the items you want. EA plans to 
offer branded crates for partners like 
the Jordan brand, and will continue to 
create new crates when new apparel or 
shoes become available. 

Skills and aesthetics help define 
your player, but NBA Live 18 has one 
more element that gives you more 
control over how your player per- 
forms — traits. These special passive 
abilities are unlocked by performing 
various objectives across The League 
and The Street games. Each follows a 
bronze-silver-gold upgrade path so you 
can improve their benefits over time. 
“Metaphorically, the team took a lot of 


watch 





inspiration from FPS loadouts and liter- 
ally guns - what weapons and armor 
would | use to go into battle,” says pro- 
ducer Mike Mahar. “This is what allows 
you to extend your character’s capabil- 
ities into areas that maybe aren't core 
to a shooting-first point.” 

These trait buffs can play into strat- 
egy when forming your team. If you 
are playing with several strong outside 
shooters, choosing the playmaker trait 
buff would boost their catch and shoot 
bonuses, making your team a formi- 
dable outside threat. In classic Destiny 
or Overwatch fashion, each play style 
also as a signature ability that acts as 
a buff and can be unleashed during 
a game. Certain traits can only be 
earned playing in the street, pro-am, or 
NBA, so you may have to excel across 
all three disciplines to make your 
ideal player. 

In addition to these three modes of 
play, EA is also creating live events 
that give you a chance to earn spe- 
cial gear. EA referenced boss battles 
and raids when talking about these 
events; for instance, you may have to 
take on Alllen Iverson in Philly to win a 
unique unlock. 

To create harmony between the three 
modes that encompass The One, EA 
developed a narrative wrapper that 
ties the experience together. The fram- 
ing gives your character a backstory 
and includes friends, agents, and NBA 
players you interact with along the 
way. The interactions you have with 
them determine the types of quests 
and outcomes available to you in the 
long run. You can get your first taste 
of this story when the Live 18 demo 
drops in August. » Matt Bertz 


NHL 18 


ts’ hockey series 





EAS 


>) [essed by an infusion of gen- 
[5 srateraliaienis tka Conner 
|) McDavid, Auston Matthews, and 
Patrik Laine in recent years, the skill 
level has never been higher in the NHL. 
These young phenoms dominate the 
nightly highlight reels, but many of 
these one-handed dekes, between- 
the-legs assists, and back-handed toe 
drags were not possible in EA Canada’s 
NHL series. 

“A lot of the stuff we're seeing on 
anightly basis right now, if we would 
have tried to put that stuff in our game 
two-to-three years ago our core fans 
would have said, ‘This is so arcadey, 
says producer Sean Ramijagsingh. 
“Now we're seeing that stuff every 
single night.” 

To match those performances, NHL 
18 introduces a new suite of creative 
dekes, as well as refined controls that 
let you string together various stickhan- 
dling moves much more quickly than 
last year. Giving attackers these new 
capabilities necessitates the creation of 
defensive counters, which come with 
the reintroduction of the defensive skill 
stick. Now defenders can hold out and 
sweep their sticks to take away pass- 
ing lanes and cut down on the free ice 
in front of rushing puck handlers. 

The new offensive tools take center 
stage in the new Threes mode, an 
arcade experience that takes place on 
arink 75-percent the size of a regula- 
tion NHL tink. This fast-paced arcade 
experience offers a circuit based 
campaign mode, as well as online 
versus competitions. Outside of this 
new mode, EA Canada also leverages 
the work it's done to bring 3v3 hockey 
to life by adopting 3v3 overtime rules 





aims for better stick skills 





in franchise mode, as well as giving 
EASHL teams the option of playing 3v3 
games when they have a hard time fil 
ing out a team for the 6v6 games. 
These new additions sound promis- 
ing, but the pre-existing modes also 
need a lot of work before they are on 
par with the offerings of other modern 
sports games. Franchise mode isn't 
receiving the total makeover it des- 
perately needs, but EA Canada is still 
making some meaningful renovations 
like stretching player ratings slightly 
to create more skill differentiation, 
adding more NHL-ready players and 
late-round gems to drafts, allow- 
ing users to sign players to contract 
extensions during the season, and 
introducing league expansion. Users 
can take control of the Vegas Golden 
Knights and re-do the expansion draft 
before their inaugural season, or create 
an all-new 32nd franchise. Adding 























talent to your new franchise should be 
easier thanks to new trade logic that, 
makes CPU-controlled teams more 
willing to part with talented prospects, 
reflecting recent real NHL trades 

like the Jonathan Drouin and Ryan 
Strome deals. 

Other changes coming to the series, 
include the introduction of solo chal- 
lenges in Hockey Ultimate Team, 
the return of trade requests in the 
single-player Be A Pro mode, and new 
camera angles to enhance the presen- 
tation across all the modes. 

After struggling to keep up with the 
innovation of the other sports games 
for much of this generation, NHL 18 
is a critical entry for the series. The 
beginning of a new three-year plan for 
EA Canada, these changes need to 
resonate for the series to reach firmer 
footing and avoid spilling on the ice. 
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Metal Gear Survive 


Between life and death 


Hideo Kojima in 2016, and the 
high-profile falling out left most 
fans sympathetic to the ousted direc- 
tor. The company fanned the flames 
when it announced the series would 
continue without Kojima in the form of 
Metal Gear Survive — a zombie-themed 
departure from Metal Gear's traditional 
tactical espionage. This context may 
color how Metal Gear Survive is per- 
ceived among fans, but the drama ist 
part of the game itself. In fact, | had 
fun during my hands-on time with this 
spin-off entry, though it still has a lot, 
to prove. 

Metal Gear Survive's biggest strength 
is how it is built on the rock-solid 
gameplay foundation of Metal Gear 
Solid V. Despite never playing Metal 
Gear Survive before, my familiarity 
with The Phantom Pain allowed me to 
jump in with ease. Firing weapons and 
moving around the battlefield function 
as expected; whether | was setting off 
C4 or cruising around in a Walker Gear, 
the basic mechanics work well and 
feel comfortable. 

As familiar as the controls may be, 
the action is nothing like your typical 
Metal Gear title. | played a cooperative 
multiplayer mode in which four players 
work together to defend a generator 
against waves of zombie attackers. 
This process involves setting traps and 
enhancing defenses around a base; 
cool options like spinning blades, oil 
slicks, and barricades let you funnel the 
attackers to specific points and take 
them out in style. These obstacles are 


K onami fired Metal Gear creator 





best used during preparatory phases; 
once the zombies started flooding in, | 
stuck to my primary weapons — espe- 
cially my heavy sword. 

You use the downtime between 
waves to reinforce damaged areas 
and shore up defenses. You can also 
se this time to undertake risky side 
missions that have big rewards, like 
additional ammo or Walker Gears. This 
is where cooperative strategizing and 
communication become important — 
you don't want all four soldiers chasing 
aside objective, since that approach 
is likely to leave your base ill-defended 
for the next wave. 

While these moments add some vari- 
ety to the structure, the basic rhythm 
is familiar: Your team sets up your 
traps, fights a wave of zombies, and 
then sets up more traps for a harder 
wave. Konami says Metal Gear Survive 





also has a single-player campaign, 
and it involves tasks like building a 
base camp and collecting resources. 
However, the cooperative multiplayer is 
the only mode the company has shown 
in action so far. 

‘A20-minute demo is not enough 
to completely restore my faith in the 
Metal Gear brand. My short time with 
Metal Gear Survive was entertaining, 
but that experience doesn’t include 
the match-to-match progression that 
needs to keep players hooked. I'm also 
not sure who those players will be; this 
departure doesn't seem Metal Gear 
enough to attract diehard fans, and the 
wave-based survival mode | played 
is similar to what other shooters offer. 
However, even with those reserva- 
tions, my opinion of Metal Gear Survive 
definitely improved after playing it for 
myself. » Joe Juba 
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fter porting its current-gen pinball 
platforms to PS4 and Xbox One 

\ Zen Pinball 2 and Pinball FX 2, 
respectively), Zen Studios has spent 
the last few years doing what it does 
best: serving up a steady stream of fun 
and addictive tables. While the endless 
packs based on Marvel, Star Wars, and 
other properties have kept us busy, the 
Hungary-based developer has been 
quietly working on a full-fledged sequel. 
Pinball FX 3 not only merges all of Zen 
‘Studios’ pinball efforts under one uni- 
fied banner, it offers a variety of new 
features to fuel your rivalries and keep 
you playing. 

If you're already a fan of Zen Studios’ 
pinball games, here's the most impor- 
tant thing to know: The overwhelming 
majority of tables you already own 
carry over into Pinball FX 3, free of 
charge. Zen says it only has to drop six 
tables due to irreconcilable licensing 
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issues — the other 60+ tables currently 
available in Pinball FX 2/Zen Pinball 2 
(including the Marvel and Star Wars 
tables) carry over. Returning tables all 
enjoy a boost in visuals and sport all of 
Pinball FX 3’s new features, including 
challenge modes and perks. 

Each table in PFX 3 features three 
different challenge modes: one-ball, 
five-minute, and survival, which 
requires you to meet increasingly 
higher score goals in timed intervals. 
Perform well enough and you'll unlock 
new Wizard Powers that allow you to 
slow down time, multiply your scor- 
ing, or even rewind time at the press 
of a button. Additional passive perks 
can also be unlocked just by playing 
the table, and include score boosts to 


multiballs, longer ball-saves, and more. 


All Wizard Powers and perks can be 
upgraded for even greater benefits, 
so you'll constantly be progressing 








both at the table level as well as your 
overall profile, no matter what you're 
playing. Pinball purists can still com- 
pete against their friends in “classic” 
mode, which disables all the bonuses 
and abilities. 

Speaking of competition, Pinball 
FX 3 introduces a new league-based 
matchup mode that lets you vie against 
the scores of other contenders over 
concurrent seasons, and you can 
now set up your own tournaments for 
friends or the general public. The usual 
scroll of rivalry-inducing leaderboards 
also returns, along with new listings for 
the three challenge modes. 

Zen is simultaneously launching 
a new table pack alongside Pinball 
FX 3, based on three classic Universal 
movies. Jaws features a short and 
fast playing field that allows players to 
activate missions for Quint or Jaws — or 
both at the same time, triggering an 
epic man-versus-shark showdown. 
Back to the Future has players hopping 
through the series’ four iconic time 
periods, helping Marty and Doc Brown 
repair the space-time continuum — and 
scorching flame trails all over the table 
ina variety of multiball modes. And E.T. 
tasks players with helping everyone's 
favorite finger-glowing alien, which 
entails a lot of candy collecting and 
long-distance phone calls. if you can't 
spare the quarters for the Universal 
Classics pack, you can still download 
Pinball FX 3 and Zen’s own Sorcerer's 
Lair table for free when the game 
launches this fall - the perfect way to 
kick off a new digital pinball addiction. 
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» Platform 


PS4+ Xbox One + PC 
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1-Player Fighting 
(6-Player Online) 
» Publisher 
Square Enix 
Square Enix, 
Koei Tecmo, 
Team Ninja 
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IC inal Fa 

— ight years after its initial release, 
[— Dissidia, the Final Fantasy spin-off 
|_ brawler series, is back. Unlike pre- 
vious PSP-specific entries, Dissidia is 
finally getting the big-screen treatment 
exclusively on PS4, This opens the 
door for bigger battles with legendary 
Final Fantasy characters, but this time 
around, the new three-on-three online 
team fights are the focus. 

Dissidia NT is based off of the 2015 
Japanese arcade game and it’s got a 
lot of talent working to make its transi- 
tion to the PS4 as smooth as possible, 
including Team Ninja (Dead or Alive) 
and Koei Temco (Dynasty Warriors). 
The game hosts a roster of over 20 
popular Final Fantasy mainstays, 
such as Cloud Strife and Lightning, 
and Square Enix hopes to expand the 
roster as time goes on. 

Now that the game is team-focused, 


Dissidia Final Fantasy 
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selecting a balanced party is essential. 
Characters are split off into four class 
types: vanguard, assassin, marks- 
man, and specialist. These areas are 
pretty self-explanatory; vanguards 
are heavier, slower hitters, assas- 
sins are speedier but pack less of a 
punch, marksmen snipe from afar 
and are more fragile, and specialists 
possess unique skills that enhance 
party members. 

Every fighter has his or her own 
perks and strategies to consider. For 
instance, Terra, a marksman, uses her 
sorcery to damage enemies from afar, 
but her powers charge the longer she 
goes without attacking. On the other 
hand, Cecil, a vanguard character, can 
select one of two different stances, 
which allow him to have airborne skir- 
mishes as a paladin or wreak havoc on 
the ground as a dark knight. Switching 
between these two stances enhances 
his attributes, so a key to playing him is 
to switch jobs periodically. 

You also have some room for cus- 
tomization; you can equip one HP 
ability (a special attack such as Shining 
Wave), and two EX skills which pro- 
vide some nifty perks, like HP regen 
or Poisonga. In addition, every team 
gets a summon, which can change 
the tide of battle. Each have their own 
skills and effects, from Alexander, who 
increases your defenses, to Odin, who 
augments your move speed and dash 
gauge recovery. Keeping your team 
composition in mind when selecting a 
summon is essential. To activate this 











powerful trump card, you must destroy 
summon gauges on the battlefield. 

Based on our brief match, the action 
is chaotic and frenzied, requiring you to. 
make the best use out of your EX skills, 
bravery, and HP attacks, while also 
dodging and defending against incom- 
ing strikes. In any given match, there's 
allot to keep track of on screen. The 
cluttered U.L., having a party tracker, 
your health and bravery gauges, and 
a map is overwhelming, before even 
considering the flashy combat. 

Thanktully, the action and movement 
are fluid with simple controls. You want 
to build up your bravery points by strik- 
ing enemies. The more bravery points 
you have, the harder you can hit with 
your special HP attacks. Get enough 
bravery points and you can one-shot a 
foe. | also like how the game encour- 
ages you to keep moving and makes 
itso you can't just button mash. For 
instance, your dash gauge depletes 
and can only be replenished by not 
attacking or taking damage, and if you 
hold the block button for too long, you 
get stunned. 

Square Enix still isn't ready to divulge 
all the modes in Dissidia NT, but would 
confirm ranked matches, the ability 
to change battle rules, and weekly 
events. While there is no story mode, 
there are scenes and costumes to. 
unlock the more you play. Right now, 
it's early in Dissidia NT’s develop- 
ment, but it looks like Square is hoping 
to tap into the competitive scene. 
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he Pathfinder tabletop 

RPG is muscling its way 

into the increasingly 
crowded resurgence of the PC 
isometric role-playing scene. 
The Kingmaker concept was 
well loved by fans in its original 
incamation as an adventure 
path for the tabletop game, and 
Owlcat’s video game adapta- 
tion aims to tap that campaign's 
innovative structure to stand 
apart from the crowd. 

After some extended time 
with an early build, it’s clear 
Kingmaker is deeply rooted in 
the traditions of its forebears. 
Pause-and-play combat, over- 
world map exploration, and a 
complex suite of character and 
party customization tools all 
recall older games like Baldur's 
Gate and newer projects like 
Pillars of Eternity. However, even 
this early version showcases 
what makes the game unique — 
most of the narrative progres- 
sion and quests in the game 
are about establishing, building, 
and ruling your own fantasy 
kingdom. As baron, I split my 
time between adventurous out- 
ings to slay trolls, and narrative 
sequences in which | was forced 
to make difficult rulings about 
my burgeoning realm. 

In one early instance, a local 
merchant near the border of my 
domain refused to pay taxes; 

I could have brutally punished 
him, but additional investigation 
revealed he was being taxed 

as a subject of both my nation 
and its neighbor. | benevolently 
opted to take up the issue with 
the nearby ruler to look for an 
equitable solution. 


Pathfinder: Kingmaker 





While not readily apparent in Pla 
the brief section | played, the PC 
developer is promising dra- » Style 
matic swings in the way you 1-Player Role-Playing 
shape the ongoing story, your Publish 

capital city, and its people. My.com 
Supposedly, certain paths lead » Developer 
Owilcat Games 


to being showered in flower 
petals every time | come home, » Relea 
while darker decisions lead to ‘Summer 2018 


the murder of my populace, and 
the ability to raise them again as 
undead protectors. 

Pathfinder: Kingmaker offers 
a familiar battle system and 
exploration dynamic rooted in 
the same D&D rules system that 
has governed dozens of video 
games over the decades, but 
it's the promise of adapting the 
excellent Kingmaker campaign, 
and the focus on rulership, 
choice, and consequence, 
that makes me especially 
intrigued. » Matt Miller 
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Tropico 6 


Striving to remain in power 





» Platform 
PS4 + Xbox One * PC 
» Style 

1-Player Simulation 
» Publisher 
Kalypso Media 


» Developer 
Limbic Entertainment 


» Release 
2018 
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n the congested city-builder genre, 
Tropico has always stood out for its 
abundance of personality and wacky 

twists. Tropico 6 appears to be no 

different. Whether you're delivering a 

customizable campaign speech full of 

pointed fingers and broken promises 

or embarking on a mission to steal 

the Statue of Liberty from the United 

States, it always seems like there's 

something fun and unique to do. 

At its core, Tropico 6 puts you in con- 
trol of totalitarian El Presidente as you 
guide your tropical paradise through 
four eras in a dictatorship simulation. 
‘As you progress through the four eras 
(Colonial, World Wars, Cold War, and 


Modern), your overarching objective is 
building up your fledgling country as 
much as possible while remaining in 
power. Over the course of your play- 
through, you can take on 15 single- 
player missions to help make your 
once-humble nation an international 
powerhouse. During this process, 
you must balance being a benevolent 
patron versus a ruthless dictator. 
Elections occur every couple of 
years, and during the campaign pro- 
cess, you deliver speeches. Here you 
can make promises to your citizens 


and even blame others for your failures. 


Delivering on your promises makes 
your population like you more, and 
popularity plays into how long they'll 
tolerate your reign. Once the election 
results come in, you can decide if you 
want to subtly tamper with the results 
or let the voters speak for themselves. 
For the first time in series history, 
Tropico 6 lets players move beyond 
their tiny island and take control of the 
full archipelago. Across the multiple 
islands under your rule, you find dif- 
ferent landscapes that provide diverse 
benefits and resources. The grouping 
of islands | saw featured one that was 
rich in agriculture, while one was host 
to a massive volcano, and the other 
was a beautiful beachy island. Each 
area varies with resources, with acces- 
sible overlays showing where you can 
find resources like oil, fish, and iron. 


One island was rich in coal, so | built 
coal mine and a port so boats could 
transport it to the other islands. 

Anew aspect of Tropico allows you 
to perform missions involving neigh- 
boring countries called raids. Each 
era requires you to build a specific 
landmark before you can complete 
raids. Raids include tasks like espio- 
nage, manipulating the stock market, 
or intimidating your neighbors. Instead 
of those fairly run-of-the-mill options, | 
decided to steal the Statue of Liberty. 
| sent special ops off into a plane and 
they went off on their mission. 

After some time passes, a dialogue 
box pops up saying my team needs 
more support. I can send them oil, 
give them more time to complete the 
mission, or do nothing. My choice 
affects their chances for success. The 
mission ends a complete success and 
four planes fly in shortly after hauling 
the Statue of Liberty. It was a goofy 
moment that sticks out in my mind as 
the exact kind of tongue-in-cheek situ- 
ation that sets this apart from the other 
city-builder titles. 

‘As someone who loves games like 
SimCity and Cities: Skylines, the 
Tropico series has mostly eluded me. 
However, after spending some time 
with Tropico 6, I'm ready to try trad- 
ing the traditional mayoral fantasy for 
the personality-injected dictatorship 
fantasy. » Brian Shea 


A supernatural treasure hunt with friends 


World War II shooter series, 
Sniper Elite. With Strange 
Brigade, the studio leaps a decade 
earlier to the 1930s for a class-based, 
cooperative third-person shooter. 

As amember of the titular Strange 
Brigade, you travel to remote loca- 
tions across the globe to combat 
supernatural creatures and loot all the 
valuable treasure you can. In each 
area, you fend off crowds of monsters 
as one of four characters. Each hero 
has a unique set of abilities, special 
powers, and weapons. As you amass 
loot, you can purchase more powerful 
weaponry — and you'll need it. 

The third-person shooting is solid — 


R ebellion is best known for its 


during my demo | never had a 
problem hitting enemies. However, 
sometimes you need more oomph in 
your arsenal. Thankfully, the charac- 
ters possess an amulet that charges 
over time and allows you to harness 
the power of flames. The amulet 
attacks are powerul, but they operate 
on a charging meter, so you need to 
be judicious with their use. 

This came in most handy when a 
massive minotaur with a blade as big 
as my character charged my way. My 
gun did little to damage him, and his 
sturdy frame stopped the spinning 
blades of an environmental trap in 
their tracks. Blasting a fiery projectile 
from the amulet and following it up 
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with shotgun blasts before dodg- 
ing his retaliation proved effective in 
taking him down. 

In addition to the frantic combat, 
also expect to solve puzzles along 
the way. While none of the puzzles 
were particularly challenging (they 
mostly revolved around finding clues 
and matching symbols to open doors), 
they served as nice changes of pace. 

Strange Brigade represents a 
dramatic shift from the Sniper Elite 
series from both a gameplay and 
tonal perspective. With heart-pound- 
ing encounters and satisfying combat, 
I'm hopeful it will deliver a fun coop- 
erative shooter when it launches. 

Brian Shea 


Platform 
PS4 + Xbox One + PC 


Style 

1-Player Shooter 

(4-Player Online) 
Publisher 

Rebellion Developments 
Developer 

Rebellion Developments 
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Housemarque has years of expertise crafting arcade action, and 

Nex Machina proves the developer's mastery. The top-down shooter 
echoes classics like Robotron 2084, but the steep challenge, preci- 
sion controls, and slick visuals put Nex Machina in a class of its own. 





















































\ 
THE SCORING SYSTEM VAGIDSS 
Cita Aa ie i al roa pate Faved fyb cious ha hs paves aot == 
AO | inevery way. This scores given out rarely and 5 _| potential butts most engaging features could be garrectorme: aia Sees, 
indicates a game that cannot be missed. Undeniably awed ornot mtograted into the experence. | | GW PLATINUM. iaracora bs 
cana manna Sea Ba Wise soe ie wok pane 
Q _| hich recommendation because the game reviewed | 44 | ofthis ttle ether malfunctions or itis so dull thatthe Pp 
(shone stouaev above kr certo pieces wens fared ges 
Very Good. Innovative, but perhaps not the right Painful. If there is anything that's redeeming in a game. Sand9.s 
 _| cholce tor everyone. This score indicates that there | {3 | of this caliber, i's buried beneath agonizing gameplay 
aerey oe eo ese eeoeyan Sa eer eemest a tee ere ees 
—— ‘that score between 
‘Average. The game's features may work, but are Broken. Basically unplayable. This game is so SILVER Arcot 
"7 _| nothing that even casual players havent seen 2 _| inauffciont in execution that any value would be derived 
Seah tnesrert oat qurduen aa 
Linked Appa tough here may ef ot =e See — The award te 
6 (Eat ae a) |SSeee GACAMES Monta | moxoueionsins 
repo a en 
80 reviews 


For more information on the age classification ratings in our reviews, head to gameinformer.convratings 


POWER UP REWARDS MEMBERS* 


‘SWEEPSTAKES OPEN 08/01/17 - 08/31/17 


\> 
6 


AGI CHANCE TO WINTHE 





YOU COULD WIN A TRIP FOR (2) TO SEOUL KOREA FOR 7 DAYS 


(INCLUDES HOTEL AND AIRFARE) 


® City Tour of Seoul * Visit the Seoul Tower to view the entire city 
® Visit T.um and Take a glimpse from the tallest building in the city. 


oe, at the future of technology = 87,000 Spending Cash 





WWW.POWERUPREWARDS.COM 


AVAILABLE 8/15/17, 


|| Pe Fo yl ae TO ENTER™ 
USE 
‘E at i i i id REWARDS WWW.POWERUPREWARDS.COM 
fi i PURE FHA Ae VES 


aoe Bera Qsteam ~ © P SWERUP 


Deep! 
volition SILVER) 








8.15 


» Concept 
Explore a vibrant fantasy 
‘world of imaginative 
creatures and magic 
while engaging in an 
original sport inspired by 
old-school arcade classics 





» Graphics 
‘Sumptuous colors and 
‘unusual character 
designs help the world 
of Pyre feel alien 

and beautiful 





ound 
‘Tons of original music 
helps delineate different 
characters and teams, 
and a few sung tunes add 
a wistful, balladic flavor 

» Playability 

‘The ins and outs of 

the sport take many 
hours to master, but the 
campaign's learning 
curve is gradual 

and welcoming 

» Entertainment 

Pyre is a lengthy sojourn 
into a surprising setting, 
with gameplay focused 
ona thrilling, smartly 
balanced battle sport 

» Replay Value 

High 
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Pyre 


A tale of fantasy sports 


ZILVER Style 1 or 2-Player Role-Playing Publisher Supergiant Games Developer Supergiant Games Release July 25 Rating E10+ 








upergiant’s games are unmistak- 
able. Characterized by immacu- 
late world building, lush colors, 
exaggerated character models, and 
hip-but-poignant soundtracks, the 
studio behind Bastion and Transistor 
has established a firm aesthetic. Pyre 
follows through on those style conven- 
tions, but switches gears in the game- 
play department. The team’s latest is 
unique mixture, melding party-based 
RPGs with classic arcade sports. 
Pyre’s long run-time and verbose char- 
acterization may warn some players 
away; that would be too bad, because 
the originality on display in the setting 
and storytelling is top-notch, and the 
fantasy-themed sport that forms the 
bedrock of the action is challenging, 
layered, and a heck of a lot of fun. 

You have been flung from a world of 
privilege and down into a land of exiles 
and criminals. The only path to freedom 
comes through a mystical ceremony 
called the Rites, in which designated 
teams of exiles compete to prove their 
worth. From a place of little standing, 
you build a team of players with differ- 
ent skills. Some get injured, and need 
to sit out the next competition. Fans 
eventually gather to see impressive 
feats from their favorite players. A man- 
ager tracks wins and losses across the 
league of distinct teams. And your best 
veteran players may eventually retire, 
forcing you to field rookies. Everything 
is couched within the narrative frame- 
work of the fantasy world, but the 
extended sports metaphor is clever and 
without pretense. 

The Rites themselves are thrilling. 
Beginning with basic characters and 
progressing to more complex classes 
and abilities, the original sport is 








reminiscent of classic games like loe 
Hockey or NBA Jam, but with plenty of 
twists. The learning curve is spot-on, 
and can be further tweaked through 
multiple A. difficulty settings. Teams 
of three characters must seize an orb 
at center-court, and slam or fling it 

into the opponent's pyre. Defending 
players exude a protective aura that 
banishes opponents. Differing speeds, 
aura sizes, stamina pools, and other 
elements give each contestant various 
advantages. The real-time flow of a 
match had my heart beating fast, and 
the narrative ties between the compet- 
ing characters kept me invested in 

the outcome. 

Pyre is also a game about conse- 
quences. Win or lose a match, and the 
narrative continues and reflects that 
‘outcome. | chose freedom for a charac- 
ter longing to retum to his beloved, but 
that meant he would leave my roster 
forever. | gambled on the outcome of a 
Rite, and risked that my powerful witch 
might face a permanent stat penalty if | 
lost. The story has hundreds of branch- 
ing paths that are shaped through 
dialogue choices and match comple- 
tions, and individual outcomes for the 
heroes and villains are all expressed to 
completion by the time the credits roll. 
Those variations also provide signifi- 
cant replay value. 

Pyre’s world is drenched in a deep 
mythology, and filled with the weight of 
characters whose relationships and loy- 
alties stretch back prior to your arrival 
on the scene. From a race of sentient 
dogs and talking trees to the lingering 
effects of a long war between harpies 
and an unjust theocracy, the broad 
strokes of storytelling draw you in. 

The intimate connections between the 





heroes maintain that interest; ancient 
grudges, impossible romances, and 
the deepening ties of a chosen family 
give this roster of sometimes ador- 
able, sometimes menacing individuals 
a genuine humanity, from a horribly 
strained sisterly rivalry, to a guilt-ridden 
army deserter. The price for that deep 
characterization and world-building is 
lots of text and slower pacing, extend- 
ing the length of the game to longer 
than necessary. In addition, a more 
freeform structure in the later hours 
is appreciated, but it slows down the 
narrative momentum. 

The included two-player local 
versus mode is a welcome bonus, 
but matches are totally separate from 
the campaign, and don't provide any 
bonus other than a chance to build 
skill, Extensive options let you tweak 
the match location, chosen characters, 
available powers, and more. Without 
any online mode, it’s hard to imagine 
much potential for an emerging com- 
petitive scene. But as a couch-play 
option for two friends who want to fur- 
ther test their skills, it's a success. 

Pyre’s storytelling ambience, narra- 
tion, art, and music work in concert. 
This gives the experience a singular 
identity, and the mash-up of role- 
playing and sports gameplay cements 
that distinctiveness. More showing and 
less telling could improve the pacing, 
and the lengthy travel and dialogue 
sequences have the potential to detract 
from the thrill of the “fights.” But I'm 
hesitant to fault that more gradual 
approach, as Supergiant has once 
again crafted an unusual and surpris- 
ing fictional backdrop, and alittle 
extra reading is well worth it for some 
unchecked originality. » Matt Miller 





Hellblade: Senua’s Sacrifice 


Seeing through the fog 


Style 1-Player Action Publisher Ninja Theory Developer Ninja Theory Release August 8 Rating M 


ames can transport us to imagi- 

nary worlds, but even within 

fantastical settings, we rely 
on certain information to help us play 
and process the experience. Games tell 
us who our enemies are, which doors 
are locked, and when we're going in 
the wrong direction. Hellblade: Senua’s 
Sacrifice also gives you these details, 
but whether you believe them is a dif- 
ferent matter. Developer Ninja Theory 
surrounds players with uncertainty by 
making them see the world through 
the eyes of Senua, an ancient war- 
rior afflicted with psychosis. Senua’s 
perceived reality is ever-changing, and 
her perspective casts objectivity aside 
to create a narrative-focused journey 
unlike anything else I've played. 

Senua travels to the underworld and 
battles deities to restore the soul of 
her murdered lover — or at least she 
believes she does. Whether those 
events happen as presented isn’t 
relevant, because Senua's reality is 
what you experience. Senua wages a 
war in her mind, combating a mental 
illness she refers to as “the darkness,” 
and that shapes how players view the 
obstacles in front of them. She hears 
constant voices that tell her stories and 
give her advice. She sees patterns in 
mundane objects that magically unlock 
doors. She can't trust her senses, and 
faces persistent hallucinations. Though 
| don't personally have experience with 
these symptoms, Hellblade is remark- 
ably successful at using them to create 
anxiety for the player. 

The shifting state of reality fills your 
quest with a variety of compelling 
dream-like episodes. You escape 
from a forest that suddenly bursts into 
flames, avoid shuffling horrors in the 
darkness, and fight demonic beasts. 
You can never take your surround- 
ings for granted, and Senua’s doubts 
become your own as the voices tell you 
you're going the wrong way, or when 
you catch a glimpse of a seemingly 
undefeatable foe. Calling these sce- 
narios “fun” might be a stretch since 
they are often colored by Senua’s fear 
and pain, but they consistently sur- 
prised me and left me anticipating (and 
sometimes dreading) the next phase of 
the journey. 

Hellblade succeeds in exploring 
mental health from multiple angles. 
However, the same devices Ninja 
Theory uses to establish and reinforce 
its themes often have negative effects 
on the gameplay. Near the beginning, 


players are informed that repeated 
failures cause a supernatural rot to 
advance, and when it reaches Senua’s 
head, all progress is lost and you need 
to start over. But how many deaths 
is too many? That is never communi- 
cated, and the sense that | was con- 
stantly on the brink of catastrophe was 
frustrating — especially in a handful of 
“learn by mistake” moments when | felt 
helpless to avoid the consequences. 
Perhaps that is an apt parallel to 
Senua’s struggle with psychosis, but it 
makes many sections difficult to enjoy. 
The need to search environments 
for runes to progress to next area is 
another frequent issue. A door may be 
“locked” with a several shapes, so you 
need to explore nearby to find where 
the intersection of planks, shadows, 
and other objects form similar shapes. 
Find them all, and you can open the 
door and move on. On one hand, this 
concept conveys how people with 
psychosis can perceive significance 
in random things like the angle of two 
trees leaning on each other. On the 
other hand, repeating this process is 
tedious, and feels like hidden-object 
busywork that just eats up time when 
you want to get on with the story. 
While the narrative is front and 
center, Hellblade also has a swordplay 
component that has Senua squaring 
off in brutal encounters. With previous 
titles like Heavenly Sword and DmC, 
Ninja Theory has built a reputation 


for stylish combat. Hellblade is differ- 
ent, with a straightforward moveset 
that doesn’t evolve as you progress. 
Though your inputs are simple, the 
fights are challenging; at its best, 
Hellblade reminds me of the original 
Assassin's Creed, with an emphasis on 
crowd control, timing, and counterat- 
tacks. You are often fighting groups of 
monsters, but you aren't able to move 
the camera to provide sufficient aware- 
ness of all foes. That means facing the 
frequent threat of off-screen attacks 
from enemies you don’t even know 

are there — another thematic beat that 
translates poorly to gameplay. Though 
the last-second warnings from the 
voices in Senua's head may help you 
dodge unseen attacks, they feel like a 
patchwork solution to an artificially cre- 
ated problem. 

Psychosis in video games is often 
used to justify a villain's world- 
destroying ambitions, or as a vehicle to 
present gameplay gimmicks. Hellblade 
goes beyond those conventions, using 
Senua’s mental illness as the core from 
which the entire tale radiates. That 
approach results in some phenomenal 
and unsettling narrative moments that 
knock you off-balance. However, in 
pursuit of that achievement, Hellblade 
weaponizes the real-world frustration 
it causes in exploration and combat. 
That's where it falters as a game, 
even while it captivates as a piece of 
interactive art. » Joe Juba 








» Concept 
Go on a hero's journey 
in which everything 

is distorted through 
the lens of the 
protagonist's psychosis 


» Graphics 
Nordic beasts and 
crumbling monuments 
convey apocalyptic 
desolation, while many of 
Senua's hallucinations are 
vivid and beautiful 


» Sound 
Voices relentlessly 
whisper in your ear 
(the game recommends 
playing with headphones 
and I agree), and the 
performances are 
done well 

» Playability 

favigating the surreal 
environments feels 
intuitive. Combat controls 
are simple, but the battles 
require precision and siaill 


» Entertainment 
Given the heavy subject 
‘matter, calling Hellblade 
“entertaining” feels 
inappropriate. However, it 
is undeniably memorable, 
telling a compelling 

tale that explores 

subject matter many 
consider taboo 

» Replay Value 
Moderate 





Follow the lives of six 
‘crewmembers aboard 
the Tacoma space 
station as they face 
impending doom 


‘The space station has a 
relaxing aesthetic and is 
filled with dimly lit areas 


Satisfying, low-key 
music plays from 
speakers in some rooms, 
but the overall sound 
design is minimal 


‘The play, pause, and 
rewind function for the 
recorded simulations 
works well, and is 
particularly enthralling 
as you piece the 

story together 


Tacoma tells a gripping 
story about mortality 
and relationships 

that makes it a 
worthwhile experience 


Moderate 
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Tacéma 


Facing mortality.in space 


1.2013, Fullbright’s Gone Home 
spearheaded a new surge of 
narrative-focused exploration in 

gaming, focusing less on traditional 

gameplay and putting more emphasis 
on player-directed storytelling. Tacoma 
is Fullbright’s next game, and while it 
may not reinvent the genre once again, 
it nonetheless continues Gone Home's 
legacy of making strides in environmen- 
tal and personal storytelling. 

The year is 2088, and you play as Amy 
Ferrier, a specialist hired to retrieve an 
Al. and its data aboard the Tacoma 
space station, where a crew has gone 
missing after facing perilous events. 
Although the station is abandoned, 
you never truly feel alone; you view 
augmented-reality simulations where 
the ship's crew appears as brightly 
colored holograms. These silhouettes 
show what took place days prior to 
‘Amy's arrival, and although you cannot 
interact with them, you get to know the 
crew intimately as you experience a 
gripping sci-fi mystery about how they 
faced impending doom. Some crew 
members are couples, and you see their 
relationship struggles and how they 
are affected when danger is imminent. 
Another crew member talks to his son 
about the challenge of financing his 
academics, giving insight into their per- 
sonal lives. 

Tacoma’s storyline about a space 
crew's fight for survival isn’t neces- 
sarily unique, but how it delivers the 
story is. You move between sections 
of the space station using zero-gravity 
corridors, and new locations have aug- 
mented-reality simulations that happen 
around you. | felt ike a fly on the wall 
as events unfolded around me, which 
was fascinating. It gives a voyeuristic 
but satisfying sensation similar to Gone 
Home, where how much you get out 
of the story depends on how much 
you explore. 

Tacoma isn’t full of puzzles or 


1-Player Adventure Fulbright 


mechanics beyond basic explora- 
tion, but it’s stil an enthralling experi- 
ence. Your time is spent listening 

to conversations, reading through 
personal files, and overcoming minor 
obstacles like discovering pass- 

codes or finding hidden keys to open 
locked compartments. 

Tacoma gives you the power to 
play, pause, and rewind simulations. 
With each space | inhabited, | chose 
which story to follow as crew members 
grouped together or split up to have 
simultaneous but separate discussions 
in different parts of a contained area. 
For example, | can listen to a couple fllrt 
as party preparations are happening 
ina nearby kitchen. If Il rewind, I can 
instead move to the kitchen to watch 
other characters idly chat as they deco- 
rate a cake. This makes for a fascinat- 
ing approach to branching narrative. It's 
supported by a strong cast of nuanced 
characters with diverse backgrounds, 
sexualities, and identities. 

The six-member crew that was once 
aboard Tacoma is a colorful bunch. 
‘Some are open books, while others 
keep their cards close to their chest. 
Conversation is natural and engaging 
when disputes between the crew occur 
as they find out that they only have 
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three days of breathable air left. How 
each character digests this informa- 
tion is different: Some are quick to take 
initiative for survival, others panic after 
trying to stay composed. How each 
character faces their own mortality is 
‘engaging, but the narrative doesn't 
always keep you on the edge of your 
seat. The focus is more on relation- 
ships among the crew, who they are 
as people, and how disaster brings 
them together. 

Locations feel lived in and personal, 
and belongings like a boy-band poster 
or letters to loved ones can paint a 
clearer picture of a character's back- 
ground. Almost every item in Tacoma 
is interactive on some level, which 
adds a layer of fun. | picked up darts 
to throw at the target of a CEO's face, 
and a skull to complete a skeleton’s 
body in another room. These moments 
are small, but they helped me immerse 
myself in Tacoma’s world. 

With Tacoma’s unique take on 
branching narrative and a strong cast, it 
manages to tell an intriguing tale about 
mortality and relationships in the face 
of catastrophe. Tacoma builds on the 
foundations of Gone Home, but has its 
own unique tricks to tell an immersive 
story in a compelling way. 








Darkest Dungeon: The Crimson Court 


1-Player Role-Playing 


Na forgotten courtyard on the unfor- 
tunate estate, the rich and powerful 
once wined and dined with deranged 

abandon. Barons and other individuals 

of status enjoyed countless depravi- 
ties and frivolities here, until one day 

a countess arrived carrying with her a 

dark, bloody secret. In the first Darkest 

Dungeon expansion, you must battle 

your way through this crumbling court 

and end her infectious sway over all. 

Darkest Dungeon is already an 
incredibly challenging game, and the 
Crimson Court makes things signifi- 
cantly harder. As with the core game, if 
you can handle the crushing weight of 
serious challenge, you find lots to enjoy 
as you tinker and create the perfect 
team. Yes, that team will probably die, 
but that’s all part of the game. 

Crimson Court introduces several 
new elements that enhance Darkest 
Dungeon. The new Flagellent class is 
a great frontline addition to the roster, 
offering big boosts to builds that spe- 
cialize in bleeding out opponents, tank- 
ing massive damage, and proffering 
ridiculously powerful heals. Specialized 
trinkets offer greater customization for 
your adventurers, allowing you to go 
alin with huge damage boosts and big 
ability numbers, turning your favorite 
specs like healing Vestal or bleeding 
Houndmaster into powerhouses. 

The new district system offers addi- 
tional growth to your ever-growing 
hamlet by giving you things to do with 
resources long after the base is maxed 
out. Tuming in heirlooms for passive 
bonuses like free food, blood vials, 
income growth, and character stats 
is extremely useful and increases the 
chances of survival. 

The court itself, a handcrafted (not 
procedurally generated) giant dun- 
geon offers deep, fun exploration and 
interesting boss encounters. The new 
enemies are inspired, beautiful aberra- 
tions of a decadent upper crust turned 
into bloodsucking insectoid terrors that 
convey pure dread. 

In many ways, Crimson Court’s 
strengths echo those of the core game. 
These challenging adventures ripple 
with randomness. The hissing despair 
as a favorite hero gets double-crit into 
oblivion, or the rising high of emerging 
virtuous in the face of crippling distress 
make this experience. Even when 
things get rough, you can take solace 
in the fact that your decrepit hamlet is 
always growing. 

Despite all these enjoyable strides 


Red Hook Studios 


forward, Crimson Court goes too far 
with its curse mechanic, an easy-to- 
acquire and semi-permanent affliction 
that threatens to bury your heroes even 
as they rest in town. Stockpiling vials of 
blood to keep your crew from wasting 
away becomes a chore, and having to 
get invitations by running old dungeons 
in order to enter the new area each time 
feels like an unwelcome grind, some- 
thing just to keep you busy and extend 
the life of the DLC. 

This setup forces players to head 
into the Court, because the only way 
to lift the curse from your stable of 
adventurers is to beat dungeon bosses. 
The curse is not a gentle nudge in 
this direction, however. Over time it 
becomes an oppressive imperative 
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that grinds away at your sanity. | enjoy 
difficult, challenging, even masochistic 
game experiences, but the Crimson 
Court might be the first where | thought 
it went too far. I recommend dipping 
into Crimson Court in a save file on the 
recently added “Radiant” mode. While 
it’s as close as Darkest Dungeon flirts 
with an easy mode, it’s anything but. 
Allin all, the Crimson Court is a wel- 
come addition to Darkest Dungeon, a 
neat sidecar to be enjoyed alongside 
the core experience. The aesthetic 
of the infiltration and destruction of a 
hedonistic high-society is handled per- 
fectly, and only the extreme dedication 
toward ensuring you have a stressful, 
ride-the-razor experience detracts from 
the Lovecraftian journey. 


Add a gigantic new 
dungeon to Darkest 
Dungeon, plus 
new bosses, loot, 
and mechanics 


Amazing graphics for new 
environments, enemies, 
and stylized cutscenes 
complement the core 
game nicely 


Wayne June’s narration 
continues to astound and 
impress as you traverse 
new nightmares 


‘The Crimson Court is 
difficult, daunting, and 
potentially frustrating 


While the aesthetic and 
feel of the game is better 
than ever, some design 
choices and repetition 
Jean heavy on the 
Crimson Court 


Moderate 
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» Concept 
Confront blistering twin- 
stick shooting challenges 
in an intricately 
balanced masterwork of 
arcade action 


» Graphics 
‘The bright colors, 
flashes, and constant 
movement has a 
mesmerizing effect, but 
can make the eyes water 
after long sessions 


» Sound 
‘Synth-heavy tracks 
sound like they've been 
pulled out of a 1980s 
sci-fi action movie 


» Playability 
Mastering the 
precision controls and 
understanding how to 
best use your different 
upgrades takes hours 
of practice 


» Entertainment 
One of the most 
challenging and 
rewarding twin-stick 
shooters ever made 


Replay Value 
High 
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Nex Machina 


Arcade nirvana 
gamenrormer 
GAME MONTH 


for its arcade sensibilities. The 

developer achieves a level of 
exactitude and seamless flow that 
comes only through constant design 
iteration, careful balance, and edge- 
of-your-seat gameplay that demands 
palm-sweating precision. The studio's 
most impressive implementation of 
that strategy until now had been its 
last game, Resogun. But by bor- 
rowing many of the elements that 
made Resogun so rewarding and 
evolving the twin-stick experience, 
Nex Machina becomes a modern 
arcade masterpiece. 

Like Resogun, Nex Machina has 
players navigating increasingly 
crowded bullet-hell arenas, blasting 
robotic enemies while simultane- 
ously rescuing humans from destruc- 
tion. Unlike the previous game, Nex 
Machina plays from a top-down per- 
spective in rapid-fire, ground-based 
levels. Sometimes these levels feel 
like they're over in mere seconds 
before blasting you off to the next 
ona long line of stage layouts and 
enemy configurations. With complex 
level geometries, and enemies moving 
along multiple contrapuntal lines, play- 
ers must constantly be aware of both 
where they're shooting and where 
they're moving. Success on higher dif- 
ficulties only comes through splitting 
your focus and entering a mental zone 
where you stop thinking and let muscle 
memory and instinct take over. 

Everything is built around maximizing 


H ousemarque is regularly lauded 


‘gomenrormer 
GOLD 


Style 1 or 2-Player Shooter Publisher Housemarque Developer Housemarque 
Release June 20 Rating T 


your score and competing against 
yourself and your friends on vari- 

ous challenges. Levels have secret 
elements to identify and memorize, 
including hidden humans to rescue, 
hidden exits that launch off into new 
stages, and blocks to blast for extra 
lives and power-ups. The constant 
learning process is great fun. Above it 
all hangs a multiplier tied to your own 
ability to stay alive; pursue that secret 
exit or hard-to-reach human and you 
risk shattering your carefully built mul- 
tiplier. Risk/reward gameplay decisions 
unfold at warp speed. 

Several different game modes offer 
distinct opportunities for advancement. 
Most players should begin with a start- 
to-finish playthrough, and return to 


‘Players can dash through some pink lasers, 
to escape danger, at least for a moment 








confront the multiple difficulties. After 
awhile, move on to the arena-based 
mode on individual worlds, with mul- 
tiple medal tiers for distinct challenges, 
such as everything moving faster on- 
screen, or only gaining points while 
ona human-rescue combo. These 
challenges are entertaining, but Nex 
Machina has too few of them. | also 
would have liked to see a more unified 
progression system across all modes, 
rather than one that only offers con- 
crete rewards for arena play. 

Local co-op play is a welcome addi- 
tion, demanding adjusted strategies for 
each level to account for enemies that 
are pursuing two players. The shared 
challenge can be a fun distraction, 
but unless both players are roughly 
matched in experience and skill, it can 
be hard to find a game mode and dif- 
ficulty that feels right. In unmatched 
pairs, it’s common for one player to die 
early ina stage and be left to sit out 
the fun while their partner finishes out 
the level. 

Immaculate level design, devilish 
enemy placement, and a steady but 
always punishing difficulty curve help 
Nex Machina stand head and shoul- 
ders above most competing shooters, 
not to mention the early arcade titles, 
that inspired it, like Robotron: 2084. 
That's meaningful, as Nex Machina 
was created in cooperation with 
Eugene Jarvis, one of the designers of 
that early classic game. Nex Machina 
is far deeper than first impressions 
might suggest, and can offer many 
hours of searing challenge, presum- 
ing you're willing to face a little eye 
strain. Blinking is not encouraged. 

Matt Miller 


The End Is Nigh 


A whole new world of hurt 


Style 1-Player Action Publisher Edmund McMillen, Tyler Glaiel Developer Edmund McMillen, Tyler Glaiel Release July 12 Rating NR 








brutal platformer that can infuri- 

ate you with demanding game- 
play, then reward you with the high of 
conquering a seemingly impossible 
gauntlet. That formula probably sounds 
familiar to fans of 2010's Super Meat 
Boy, and that's intentional. Many of 
those basics remain in place for this 
spiritual sequel, but it’s an interesting 
departure in structure that hopes to 
evolve what made Super Meat Boy 
such a fun surprise - though it doesn't 
always succeed. 

The game follows the story of Ash, a 
tiny blob who's on a quest to reclaim 
the pieces of a friend he has lost in the 
apocalypse. Ash is incredibly fragile, 
and each level is littered with deadly 
elements that quickly (or instantly) 
murder him. Each of The End is Nigh’s 
levels takes place on a single screen 
(larger levels zoom the camera out), 
making it easy to see what you're get- 
ting into in each level before diving in, 
or figure out patterns of oncoming bul- 
lets or disappearing platforms. 

Ash has a high degree of aerial 
mobility, and has a number of tricks 
in his arsenal. He can cling off the 
end of ledges and boost himself off 
them for far-reaching horizontal leaps. 
Ash can also increase his downward 
momentum instantly, allowing him 


T he End Is Nigh is a grotesque, 


to dodge any number of obstacles 
and break through fragile walls. This 
makes levels as much about figuring 
out how to progress through a series 
of obstacles as having the reactions to. 
follow through on a few actions, and 
enjoyed this mix of puzzle-solving 
and reflex-testing. 

Each world has its own look, theme 
song, and gameplay hook. One area 
has you swimming in noxious water 
and dodging piranhas, while another 
has you riding on conveyer belts and 
outmaneuvering cannons that track 
your location. The worlds feel distinct 
and offer new sets of challenges. Later 
stages combine a few of these ele- 
ments in intensely challenging ways. 
However, one particularly annoying 
and frequent trick | noticed later on 
has you running across an entire level 
in order to open up the exit (or reach 
a collectible), then running the entire 
level again (sometimes in reverse) 
to leave. 

Every level is interconnected rather 
than self-contained, making the entire 
game one large area to explore. This 
also factors into later levels, in which 
you must find a path that takes you 
across multiple screens to progress. 
enjoy the organic approach to level 
design when searching for secrets, but 
this also makes backtracking to earlier 


levels a chore; if you want to replay a 
given level, you need to warp to the 
start of a nearby world and work your 
way back to it. 

This backtracking starts adding up as 
you scrounge around for collectibles. 
Areas off the beaten path can contain 
game cartridges which unlock more 
retro-themed levels, keys you can 
use to unlock more hidden areas, and 
Tumors, which work as a reward for 
completing optional challenges within 
levels and (in the case of larger Mega 
Tumors) as a reward for completing 
hidden areas. These collectibles can 
add a few hours to each playthrough 
and are fun to look for, but being 
unable warp to previously beaten 
levels made me less likely to search 
for them. 

Despite making players run the same 
levels multiple times, The End Is Nigh 
is a worthy successor to Super Meat 
Boy. It offers the same ludicrously hard 
and satisfying approach to level design 
and spices it up with some substantial 
changes. Its interlocked world intro- 
duces some fun exploration, even if 
it can be a pain to backtrack through 
brutal gauntlets time and again. But if 
you've found the platform genre a little 
too lenient in recent years, The End 
is Nigh will give the fix you've been 
looking for. » Suriel Vazquez 
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» Concept 
Explore a brutal, 
interconnected 
platforming world 

littered with cleverly 
hidden secrets and 
optional challenges 

» Graphics 

The grotesque-yet-cute 
art style is bright and 
‘communicates gameplay 
elements, though the 
background can obfuscate 
where platforms begin 
and end 


» Sound 
Classical staples such 

as “In The Hall of the 
Mountain King” and 
“Turkish March” are 
remixed with guitar and 
chiptunes, making every 
area feel both familiar 
and new 

» Playability 

‘The lack of double or 
wall-jumps might frustrate 
hardcore platforming fans, 
but this is a razor-sharp 
platformer with malleable 
jumps and only a couple of 
hiccups on edge collision 


» Entertainment 
Backtracking to previous 
levels can be a pain, but 
the number of optional 
collectibles, secret levels, 
and more make it worth 
your time 

» Replay Value 
Moderately high 
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PS4 

Another excellent 
remastered trilogy that 
offers vastly better 
visuals and subtle 
gameplay improvements 
Vicarious Visions 
improved upon the 
PlayStation-era graphics, 
adding realistic orange 
hair to Crash and 
detailed flora to the 
paths he sprints across 
Mark Mothersbaugh and 
Josh Mancell’s wacky 
and upbeat melodies 
are back and were 

fully remastered. The 
xylophone has never 
sounded better! 


Precise platforming 

and spinning are still 
required, but Crash 
Bandicoot 1 is far easier 
now thanks to tweaks 

to Crash’s movements 
and a forgiving 
checkpoint system 
‘Whether you are running 
from a boulder or riding 
on a polar bear, these 
games have not lost, 

their charm. They are a 
fascinating (and fun) look 
back at the early days of 
3D platforming 


Moderately high 
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Crash Bandicoot N. Sane Trilogy 


1-Player Platforming 


ime is often harsh to the games 
of yesteryear. The innovations 
made by developers in each 
hardware generation are significant, 
so much so that games from just a 
decade or two ago end up feeling 
like relics from another age. Crash 
Bandicoot's origins stretch back 
to the early days of PlayStation in 
1996 — a time when developers were 
just getting their feet wet with three- 
dimensional character movement 
and polygonal graphics. Crash made 
a splash in both of these fields, and 
fans latched onto him as the face of 
PlayStation. He stood alongside Mario 
and Sonic as a platforming star for 
the generation. 

When | went into this review, | 
expected all three of these Crash 
Bandicoot games to have a museum- 
like quality to them. Given their age, 

I thought they would serve as a 
reminder of the PlayStation era and 
how far games have come. As it turns 
out, time has not affected these games 
at all; they remain legitimately fun and 
charming. Crash's fur should have 
some grey streaks in it now, but he still 
has his platforming chops. Alll three 

of his games hold up incredibly well, 
thanks in part to the original crafts- 
manship of Naughty Dog and the new 
touches made by Vicarious Visions. 

The orange marsupial that helped 
establish Naughty Dog as a premiere 
development house is back in all of his 
original box-breaking glory, but some- 
thing is amiss. Naughty Dog's name 
is noticeably absent when the game 
boots up, and is only mentioned in the 
“special thanks” section of the credits. 
Although this trilogy is a faithful 


Activision 


remaster of the PlayStation games, not 
one line of Naughty Dog’s code is in 
this new version. Rather than port the 
preexisting games to PlayStation 4, 
Vicarious Visions rebuilt them from 
the ground up, replicating the original 
vision right down to box placement 
being pixel perfect. The developer's 
ambition paid off handsomely, as this 
collection is a shining example of how 
to restore a series. 

In modemizing the content, some 
of the subtle innovations Naughty 
Dog introduced into each subsequent 
release are lost. While players won't 
get an idea of how this series evolved, 
Vicarious Visions did a fantastic 
job of unifying the three titles into a 
cohesive whole. 

The inaugural Crash Bandicoot 
showed Naughty Dog out of its depth, 
experimenting on a new type of plat- 
forming game, succeeding in some 
areas, and failing in others. Difficulty 
balancing was one of the big prob- 
lems, but you won't run into too many 
of those issues in Vicarious Visions’ 
remake. Crash’s movements are a 
little smoother, checkpoints now keep 
track of boxes broken, and the little 
touch of Crash having a silhouette 
shadow opposed to a circular one help 
in tracking movement and making the 
game easier to play. The first game 
can also be played with an analog 
stick now, showing just how old Crash 
is. Some levels are still brutally difficult, 
such as The High Road, but the game 
is far more forgiving as a whole. 

The sequels offer a more even chal- 
lenge, pushing players to succeed 
through variations in play style, not just 
harder platforming. All three titles are 


Vicarious Visions 
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still exceptional, and highlight a style 
of play that is mostly absent in games 
today. They offer levels that can be 
completed in seconds, and a pace that 
only slows when the player needs to 
retreat from a TNT box or backtrack 

to an alternate path to break a box. 
The typical Crash level pushes for 
precise timing in jumping to leap over 
achasm, or narrowly avoid landing on 
an explosive box or spiked critter. 

Vicarious Visions didn’t add much 
new content to this collection. All of 
the touches are small but meaningful, 
such as being able to play as Coco, 
Crash’s sister, on any stage. She con- 
trols just like her brother and is just as 
capable of flying through levels, but 
her animations convey a more even- 
tempered personality. Other bonuses 
include time trial challenges in Crash 1, 
improved bonus zones, and a unified 
save system across all three games, 
which thankfully includes auto saves 
after each level is completed. 

Not all games from yesteryear hold up 
well. The original Crash Bandicoot likely 
would drive people nuts if it returned in 
its original form. Vicarious Visions made 
it fun again, without altering its DNA-a 
feat that deserves recognition. Although 
Crash spins and jumps his way through 
most levels, variety was the key to this 
series' success. Naughty Dog always 
included a different wrinkle or evolution 
of a concept in each stage, and that 
continues here. For all three games, 
the feeling of repetition never sinks in, 

a factor that goes a long way in making 
this trilogy a blast to play. It's good to 
have Crash back in the limelight. | hope 
this isn't the last we see of him. 
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Switch 


» Concept 
Refine the beloved 
elements of the first, 
Splatoon while adding 
new gear, maps, and 

an intense wave-based 
survival mode 

» Graphics 

‘The gloriously colorful 
mess looks even prettier 
on Switch, and better 
animations make the 
action look fantastic 

» Sound 

‘Though the soundtrack 
doesn’t reach the bar 
set by the music of 

the first game, the 
upbeat tracks match the 
action perfectly 

» Playability 

‘The controls feel great, 
whether you're splatting 
enemies along platforms 
or speedily swimming 
‘through ink 

» Entertainment 
Splatoon 2 offers a 
strong stable of content 
demonstrating familiar 
fun that newcomers and 
old fans should check out 
» Replay Value 

High 


Updates Incoming 
At launch, Nintendo 
is adding voice chat 
through a smartphone 
app. Voice chat was 
conspicuously absent 
from the original game, 
and though I was unable 
to test it in Splatoon 2's 
pre-release environment, 
it's not a necessity for 
enjoying the multiplayer. 
Just like with the first 
Splatoon, the sequel is 
set to add free content 
including new maps, 
modes, weapons, gear, 
and events. While wel 
have to wait and see how 
these updates improve 
Splatoon 2, the first entry 
saw vast improvements 
through similar post- 
release drops. 
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splatoon 2 


A fresh coat of ink 


Style 1-Player Shooter (8-Player Online} Pablistier Nintendo Developer Nintendo Release July 21 Rating E10+ 


with unique objectives and a fun 
aesthetic, Nintendo successfully 
cultivated the original Splatoon into 
a hit. With Splatoon 2, much of what 
made the first game good is wisely 
kept, while new ideas and modes make 
for a much stronger experience out of 
the gate. 

The action-packed, third-person 
shooter gameplay retums. As an 
Inkling, you coat stages and enemies 
with your color ink, and your opponents 
do the same. You transform into squids 
to swim through ink, making matches a 
fun mix of mobility and on-foot gunplay. 
Gliding around as a squid is fluid and 
intuitive, and blasting opponents is sat- 
isfying; the popping sound followed by 
an explosion of your color of ink never 
gets old. 

Splatoon 2 features a single-player 
campaign and a new wave-based 
survival mode, but the competitive 
multiplayer remains the main draw. 

The multiplayer suite remains largely 
unchanged, and the original Turf War 
mode is still my favorite. The chaotic 
struggle to cover the map with your 
ink while the opposing team does 
the same never ceases to entertain. | 
love the constant back and forth, and 
the short rounds make it an exciting 
quick-hit experience. 

Splatoon 2's gameplay is fun and it 
has sufficient content, but it puts up 
some baffling barriers to accessing 
it. 'm annoyed | still can’t swap my 
character's loadout without leaving 
the matchmaking lobby. In addition, 
joining your friends in matchmaking 
is still a hassle. Though some modes 
have traditional friend lobbies, Turf 
War requires you to find a friend who 
doesn’t have a full lobby and join their 


B y combining engrossing gameplay 


match. Even then, you aren't guaran- 
teed to be placed on the same team. 
also wish the method of making the 
maps playable on a rotating basis was 
abandoned. | was always disappointed 
when | could only hop on for a small 
window and had no shot of playing 

my favorite maps. For a multiplayer- 
focused experience, these decisions 
are difficult to defend. 

The biggest addition is Salmon Run, 
an intense wave-based survival mode 
where you join three others to collect 
eggs. You encounter several outland- 
ish bosses, from a floating monster 
that launches airstrikes to a massive 
metal eel that drips ink as he serpen- 
tines after players. These monsters 
are the highlight of Salmon Run; with 
minions swarming you and bosses 
emerging at unexpected times, the 
frantic fight for survival collides with 
the need to scavenge eggs to deliver a 
heart-pounding experience. 

Unfortunately, Salmon Run isn't 
always available to play through match- 
making. Much like the competitive 
maps, online Salmon Run rotates in and 
out of availability, meaning you need to 
rely on private matches if you want to 
jump into the new mode on demand. 
That's a shame, because while | love 
Salmon Run, limiting such a substantial 
addition in this way is a baffling and 
frustrating decision. 

Despite being primarily a multiplayer 
shooter, Splatoon 2 carries on the 
series’ legacy by including an awe- 
some single-player campaign. While 
this mode features the same mix of 
shooting, platforming, and minor puzzle 
solving as the first, it presents them 
in myriad new and creative ways that 
make them feel refreshed. 

My favorite part of solo play is the 





stable of memorable boss battles. The 
David-versus-Goliath feel of each boss 
is a rush, and evading the enemy's 
onslaught of attacks, finding a way to 
traverse to the tentacle weak-point, 
and blasting your ink all over it har- 
kens back to the unique boss battles, 
from yesteryear. 

The campaign consistently delivers 
stellar level design to create an indel- 
ible experience that tops the first game. 
One fast-paced segment features 
an extended rail-grinding sequence 
that combines spraying enemies, col- 
lecting items, and hopping between 
rails to avoid obstacles that sticks 
out as my favorite segment of either 
Splatoon adventure. 

Most of the main weapons from the 
first game return, but the new Splat 
Dualies (twin rapid-fire pistols) grant 
adodge-roll ability and are a favorite 
addition to the arsenal. Various return- 
ing weapons are made more versatile 
through refinements, like the Splat 
Roller getting a mid-range attack, and 
the Splat Charger letting you hold your 
sniper charge as you swim. In addition, 
every ultimate is new, giving returning 
players new ways to approach crucial 
multiplayer moments, while purging any 
cheap super moves from the original. 

Through focusing the best elements 
of the original game and adding mean- 
ingful new content, Splatoon 2 is a 
good follow-up to Nintendo's popular 
shooter. With an excellent competi- 
tive multiplayer suite, a fun take on the 
wave-based survival formula, and 
an imaginative single-player mode, 
Splatoon 2 is a strong evolution. 

» Brian Shea 


The online portion of the game was evaluated using 
pre-release servers 


Hey! Pikmin 


Nintendo’s intergalactic strategy game falls flat iny2D 


aptain Olimar has crash-landed 
so many times they should revoke 
his astronaut license. Fortunately, 
the adorable, plant-like creatures 
known as Pikmin are always eager to. 
help this hapless alien piece together 
this ship and send him home. After 
crash-landing on another foreign world 
full of Earth-like relics in Hey Pikmin, 
Olimar’s colorful friends welcome 
him with open arms again — but | was 
inclined to leave him stranded. Hey 
Pikmin compresses Nintendo’s unusual 
spin on real-time strategy into a 2D, 
side-scrolling adventure, and it loses a 
lot of the strategy in the process. 
Pikmin games have traditionally been 
about amassing an army of little crea- 
tures, and then using that battalion to 
destroy monstrous bugs, build bridges 
through hostile environments, and 
ultimately find rare treasures. These 
basic elements are still present in Hey 
Pikmin, but in much smaller degrees. 





Style 1-Player Strategy Publisher Nintendo Developer Nintendo Release July 28 Rating E10+ 


This new side-scrolling view means 
Olimar can no longer sidestep 
enemies. Instead of introducing new 
challenges or building unique combat 
encounters around this limitation, 
Nintendo has simplified enemies’ 
behavior to the point where none of 
them are a threat. As long as you're 
not tossing Pikmin directly into your 
enemy's mouth while it paces back 
and forth, you're fine. 

Hey Pikmin’s puzzles are also 
extremely simple, and usually boil down 
to tossing Pikmin around obstacles, 
or making sure you're using the right 
type of Pikmin for a given situation. You 
might have to use a few yellow Pikmin 
to connect an electrical circuit that 
opens a new path, or use flying Pikmin 
to lift a series of platforms that allow 
Olimar to reach higher platforms. Puzzle 
solutions are always readily apparent 
and require little skill to execute. 

Slowly raising a tiny army to do your 


bidding has always been one of the 
biggest draws for the Pikmin games, 
but Hey Pikmin doesn't let you carry 
Pikmin over from one level to the 
next, which diminishes that sense of 
progression. Instead, your Pikmin are 
sent to a hub area called Pikmin Park. 
In Pikmin Park, you can send your little 
critters on missions to collect more 
treasures, but this process involves 
no strategy, and the treasures they 
retum with are insignificant compared 
to what you acquire completing the 
main missions. 

Pikmin could work in 2D, but Hey 
Pikmin isn’t the game to make it 
happen. Nintendo's low-impact blend 
of strategy and action flounders 
between relaxing and boring. | some- 
times felt compelled to replay Hey 
Pikmin’s levels to find the treasures I'd 
missed the first time around, but | never 
found what | was hoping to: a richer 
strategy experience. » Ben Reeves 





» Concept 
Captain Olimar is back to 
command a tiny anny of 
Pikmin as he gathers trash 
to power his ship 


» Graphics 
Exploring an Earth-like 
landscape as a tiny 
alien creature still holds 
some appeal, but the 2D 
backgrounds look like 
low-grade storybook art 

» Sound 
‘The soundtrack remains 
upbeat and pleasant, 
but the squeals of dying 
Pikmin still leave me with 
pangs of sorrow 


» Playability 
The simplest Pikmin game 
to date. Killing enemies, 
solving basic puzzles, and 
collecting items involves 
little strategy 

» Entertainment 
Olimar's latest adventure 
isn’t difficult, but it 

feels tedious 


Replay Value 
Moderately low 


reviews 91 


8.25 Get Even 


Platform PS4, Xbox One, PC Release June 20 Rating M 


Get Even’s story is a wild, entertaining, 
nine-hour ride through a plot featuring 
kidnapping, betrayal, and sci-fi gizmos. But 
it also features a number of heavy ng 
emotional moments I wasn’t expecting, 
exploring concepts of human identity, love, 
and your responsibility to your fellow human 
bein Javy Gwaltney 


7.25 Cryptark 


Platform PS4, PC Release June 20 
Rating T 
With its repeatable structure 
and myriad options 
for customization and 
approaches, Cryptark begs 
you to play run after ran 
of its intricate levels, but I 
didn’t feel compelled to dive 
back in after I'd finished 
the final level. Mapping out 
yourpian of attack and then 
1 j uting it is 
only a few 


Bre 


8.75 The Golf Club 2 


Platform PS4, Xbox One, PC Release June 27 Rating E 


I expected The Golf Club 2 to be better than 
the fist in every way given the new career 
setup and golf societies, butli was SUDA. 
the addition of the ing 

what gives this ti 


the game indispensable for any golf fan. 
— Matthew Kato 


ath Of The Wild os The Master Trials 


Platform Switch, Wii U Release June 30 Rating E 


Taken as a whole, The Master Trials ends up feeling like a 
fun mess of. goodi 


— Suriel Vazquez 


7.25 Tokyo Xanadu 


Platform Vita Release June 30 Rating T 


I look back fondly on some 
and Nihon 


skill at constructing a 
believable and welcoming 
world. In the end, though, 
Tokyo Xanadu's flaws hold 

it back from standing out 
and being memorable. 

— Kimberley Wallace 


Visit gameinformer.com/mag for the full reviews 


92 the score 


how sparse the content here 
is outside of the meaty Trial of the Sword. 
— Javy Gwaltney 


6 Black The Fall 


Platform PS4, Xbox One, PC Release July 11 Rating T 


perfunctory. It mostly 

functions, I ighs outside of the 
opening. It offers no narrative incentive 
| with its onslaught of boring and 
utright bad pi s. — Javy Gwaltney 


6.75 Minecraft: Story Mode — 
Season Two: Hero In Residence 


Platform PS4, Xbox One, PC, Mac, i0S, Android 
Release July 11 Rating El 
Though the pacing is inconsistent and the 
decision points are questionable in their 
weight, the new mechanics and revamped 
combat ma 
Telltale has in store th 
— Brian Shea 
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Fallen Star 


The inside story on the Star Fox sequel that took more than 20 years to release 


n March 26, 1993, Nintendo released an on-rails shooter called Star Fox 
for the Super Nintendo Entertainment System. The game followed the 
exploits of an anthropomorphic fox named Fox McCloud and his team of 
ace pilots as they raced through the galaxy on a quest to save their home 
planet from the machinations of an evil ape. An extra graphics chip built into the 
game cartridge allowed Star Fox to produce unprecedented 3D visuals, which set 
Star Fox apart from the rest of the console market. Nintendo’s new space shooter was 
heralded a resounding success, and the industry speculated that this was just the 


beginning for Nintendo’s hot new property. 


Nintendo had already begun work on a sequel, and over the course of two years the 
studio developed a game that improved on the original in several significant ways. 
As the project's hype continued to build, some speculated it would be the biggest 
release of 1995. Then, weeks before its anticipated launch, Nintendo pulled the plug. 


Dylan Cuthbert couldn't afford many games as 
akid, so he decided to make his own. Using 
programing magazines and his familiy’s Sinclair 
ZX81 home computer, Cuthbert began design- 
ing his own computer games when he was 

only nine. By the time he was 17, Cuthbert had 
landed a programing job at Argonaut Games 
and was working on experimental 3D rendering 
software. Nintendo took notice and offered to fly 
him out to Japan for a demonstration. 


94 


Nintendo was so impressed with Cuthbert's 
programming chops that the publishing giant 
continued to invite Cuthbert back to its Enter- 
tainment Analysis & Development offices - the 
birthplace for games like Donkey Kong, Super 
Mario Bros., and The Legend of Zelda. 

“I came from the 1980s English games 
industry which had great ideas but lower quality 
overall game design,” Cuthbert says. “Star Fox 
taught me how to iterate fast and also how to 
fix tools or even invent new tools. Nintendo had 





this way of making sure a title had all its ele- 
ments in place before the game released. They 
would make sure the ending was as thrilling as 
the opening of the game.” 

All this work paid off once Nintendo finally 
launched Cuthbert’s top-secret project: Star 
Fox. The console market hadn't seen anything 
like Star Fox back in 1993, and the title was an 
overnight success. 


The Super Nintendo wasn't designed with 3D 
gaming in mind, The only way Cuthbert and the 
rest of the programmers at Argonaut could pull 
off the sophisticated computations needed to 
generate 3D environments on the SNES was 

by embedding an additional coprocessor into 
the Star Fox game cart. This chip, called the 
Super FX, was more powerful than the SNES 
system itself. 

Nintendo didn’t rest on its laurels; the FX chip 
the team planned to use for Star Fox 2 was more 
than twice as fast as the original. To get the best 
performance out of the original Super FX Chip, 
the team limited Star Fox's design so it was an 
on-rails shooter. With the added power of the 
second-generation FX chip, Nintendo created 
a series of open environments where players 
could fly in any direction. 





Under the watchful wing of Nintendo design- 
ers Shigeru Miyamoto and Katsuya Eguchi 
(best known as the creator of Animal Crossing), 
the Star Fox 2 team designed a series of aerial 
dogfights in deep space and above hostile alien 
planets. However, Nintendo also wanted to 
bring the action alittle closer to the ground, so 
Cuthbert helped develop a system that would 
allow Fox's Arwing to transform into a walking 
mech, which would be used during a few light 
platforming sequences. 

“We were all willing to experiment with new 
ideas and not just repeat the original game,” 
Cuthbert says. “Miyamoto has always said Star 
Fox is an experimental platform. In Star Fox 2 
all kinds of ideas were thrown into the mix... 
There was a game called Star Luster from the 
1980s that had repetitive generative gameplay 
with ‘encounters.’ [Star Fox 2 director Katsuya 
Eguchi] loved that game and played it constantly 
for new ideas.” 

Inspired by the random encounters in Star 
Luster, Nintendo designed a new strategic 
layer for Star Fox 2 where players would move 
their Arwing’s across a giant galactic map to 
defend planets from invasions and participate in 
randomly generated space battles. This would 
play out differently every time a player booted 
up the game. 

To further improve replayability, Nintendo 
designed six playable characters, all with unique 
ships, abilities, and statistics. Familiar faces like 
Fox, Falco, Peppy, and Slippy returned, and Nin- 
tendo added new female cast members to the 
mix: Miyu, a tomboyish lynx, and Fay, a female 
dog with a red bow. A team of rival mercenaries 
led by the ace pilot Wolf helped round out the 
new cast. 

After two years of programing and design, Star 
Fox 2 looked ready for a summer 1995 release, 
and hype was building. During the 1995 CES, 

a man was arrested for trying to steal an early 
demo build of the game from Nintendo's booth. 

Unfortunately, the industry had changed a 
great deal since the release of the first Star Fox. 
Just months after the launch of the original Star 
Fox, id Software's Doom released and ignited a 
fervor for 3D gaming. By the summer of 1995, 
both Sony and Sega had announced powerful 


new 32-bit consoles that were capable of ren- 
dering 3D visuals that made Star Fox look like a 
relic. The PlayStation was set to launch in North 
America in September of 1995, and Nintendo 
worried Star Fox 2 would be measured unfairly 
against Sony's new hardware and games like 
Twisted Metal and Rayman. 

In a 2011 Iwata Asks interview, Miyamoto 
reflected on the moment. “We had quite a script 
for Star Fox 2 and had it running....but other 
companies’ game consoles were using poly- 
gons all over the place. We didn't think we could 
catch up even if we stuck this expensive chip in 
the cartridge, so we rethought it.” 

By some accounts, Star Fox 2 was 100- 
percent complete when Nintendo made the un- 
precedented decision to cancel the project. The 
publisher quietly shifted development away from 
Star Fox 2, recycling a few ideas for a new Star 
Fox project on the then-unreleased Nintendo 
64 console. Nintendo's official Star Fox sequel 
would remain locked away in Nintendo vaults for 
more than 20 years. 


BACK FROM THE BRINK 
Over the years, many of Star Fox 2's concepts 
seeped into other games in the series. From a 
story perspective, Star Fox 64 was essentially a 
reboot of the original game, but it revived some 
of Star Fox 2's characters, such as Star Wolf, 
and made good on Star Fox 2's promise of open 
environments. Meanwhile, Star Fox 2’s strategy 
layer was eventually incorporated into the DS 
game Star Fox Command, and the transform- 
ing Arwing walker was finally introduced to 

the series in Star Fox Zero. However, fans 
couldn't shake their desire to play Nintendo's 
unreleased sequel. 

By the late ‘90s, a group of hackers had 
pieced together an early test build of Star 
Fox 2. This version of the game was very buggy 
and a poor representation of Nintendo's work. 
However, a few years later, a near final version 
of the Japanese build of the game leaked online, 
and an underground community slowly worked 
to translate it for a Western audience. Still, Cuth- 
bert believes this version of the game falls short 
of the official version. 

“Quite a long way | think,” Cuthbert says. 

“I mean, the basic parts are there, but there is 
an adage in game development, ‘The last 10 
percent is 90 percent of the game,’ and the 
ROM is missing that last 10 percent of iteration 
and refinement.” 

Then in June, seemingly out of the blue, 
Nintendo announced that Star Fox 2 would 
finally get an official release as part of the SNES 
Classic Edition. 

“Two years of my life vindicated!" Cuth- 
bert says. “I'm just glad everyone can finally 
get a chance to see all the stuff we put into 
the game.” 

Star Fox 2 relied on experimental technology 
and pushed Nintendo's 16-bit console to new 
limits. We will never know how influential Star 
Fox 2 would have been had it released in 1995, 
but it managed to influence several projects 
after it was cancelled. Its antiquated visuals are 
no longer impressive, but the twisted tale of its 
cancellation and resurrection makes its eventual 
release all the sweeter. © 
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How well do you know your World War II video gaming history? Test your historical 
knowledge with this quiz. 


by Matt Bertz 


1. Which of these series has not had a game 
set during World War II? 
A. Commandos 
B. Hidden & Dangerous 
C. Spec Ops 
D. Sudden Strike 


2. Which game centers the story around the 
101st Airborne Division? 
A. Brothers in Arms: Road to Hill 30 
B. Close Combat 
. Enemy Front 
D. Medal of Honor: Airbome 


3. Who is the lead character of Brothers in 
Arms: Road to Hill 30? 
A. Cpl. Joe Hartstock 
B. Lt. Jimmy Patterson 
C. Lt. Mike Powell 
D. Sgt. Matt Baker 


4. Which is the only Call of Duty game to 
feature the Pacific Theater? 
A. Call of Duty 
B. Call of Duty 2 
. Call of Duty: 
Roads to Victory 
D. Call of Duty: World At War 


5. One of these armies was not playable in 
Battlefield 1942 and its expansions. Which 
one is it? 

A. Canada 

B. Italy 

C. Poland 

D. United Kingdom 


6. What was the first World War ll game to 
use the Unreal Engine 3? 
AA. Brothers in Arms: Hell's Highway 
B, Hour To Victory 
C. Medal of Honor: Airborne 
D. Red Orchestra 2: Heroes of Stalingrad 


n 


. Which game allowed you to play as a 
German in the single-player campaign? 
‘A. Call of Duty 3 
B, Day of Defeat 
C. Hidden & Dangerous 
D. Red Orchestra 2: 

Heroes of Stalingrad 


8. What was the first World War Il shooter to 
feature competitive multiplayer? 
A. Battlefield 1942 
B, Medal of Honor 
C. Wolfenstein 3D 
D. Retum to Castle Wolfenstein 


‘9. Which of these Nazis is not a boss in the 
Wolfenstein series? 
A. Adolf Hitler 
B. Hans Grisse 
C. Heinrich Himmler 
D. Wilhelm Strasse 


Ss 


). Gary Oldman stars in which World 
War ll game? 
A. Brothers in Arms: Hell's Highway 
B. Call of Duty: World At War 
C. Company of Heroes 
D. Medal of Honor: Airborne 
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96 game over 





“THAT GIRL” 
JUST CHANGED 
HER STATUS 
TO SINGLE. 


TIME TO GET 
CLEANED UP. 
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CALL OF DUTY: WWII 














